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Summary report

In the framework of deliberations concerning the legislative report on the "Proposal for a 
regulation on the European Social Fund and repeal of Regulation (EC) No 1081/2006" 
(2011/0268(COD), COM(2011)0607; Rapporteur: Ms Elisabeth Morin-Chartier), an exchange 
of views with the participation of stakeholders was held during the EMPL Committee meeting 
of 26 January 2012. The social partners involved in the intersectoral social dialogue at 
European level and two EU-wide networks representing social non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) were invited to present their positions.

The rapporteur introduced the exchange of views by recalling some of the main new elements 
in the Commission's proposals, in particular the 20% ESF allocation to be invested in the fight 
against poverty and social exclusion in each Member State and the minimum overall share for 
the ESF of 25% of the budget of the structural and cohesion funds. 

The rapporteur also recalled the four main thematic objectives proposed by the Commission 
for the ESF: "promoting employment and supporting, labour mobility'', ''investing in 
education, skills and life-long learning"', ''promoting social inclusion and combating poverty'' 
and "enhancing institutional capacity and efficient public administration''. Ms Morin-Chartier 
highlighted that the efficient use of ESF resources can considerably improve the impact of 
recovery policies and support the creation of new jobs in the European Union; in addition, the 
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ESF should be used as a tool to facilitate the anticipation of future skills needs and invest in 
human capital, so as to provide the large number of additional highly skilled workers Europe 
will require in the next future according to recent projections. 

In Ms Morin-Chartier's opinion, the simplification of rules and procedures and a result-
oriented approach go into the right direction in enhancing the impact of ESF-financed 
operations. Finally, the rapporteur expressed serious concerns about the macro-economic 
conditionality clauses introduced in the Commission's draft regulation on common provisions 
on the funds and stressed the need to mobilise all stakeholders and involve social partners in 
the management and use of the ESF at European, national and regional level.

The representative of the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), Ms Claude 
Denagtergal (advisor), announced that the ETUC strongly rejects the Commission’s proposal 
linking disbursement of resources from the funds to Member States to the fulfilment of 
macroeconomic criteria and suggested the possibility of establishing a "social conditionality",
based, for example, on the full transposition and enforcement of EU legislation in social areas. 
Ms Denagtergal lamented the fact that the ESF Committee is not explicitly mentioned in the 
draft regulation.

Although the need to support a more efficient use of the funds is a widely shared priority, the 
ETUC has serious reservations about a result-oriented approach that would only take into 
consideration the achievement of immediate targets and neglect longer-term and qualitative 
aspects: such approach would entail the risk that it would become even more difficult to 
implement projects in favour of those who are furthest from the labour market, and therefore 
least likely to achieve the expected goals in the short term. 

The ETUC supports all the thematic objectives covered by the ESF draft regulation; however, 
the European Social Fund should remain the instrument primarily devoted to supporting the 
implementation of the European Employment Strategy. 
The ETUC welcomes the introduction of a new category of “transition” regions, but would be 
in favour of additional criteria for measuring economic development and differentiating the 
level of support available, such as unemployment or poverty rates. Ms Denagtergal also 
reported that the ETUC does not support the inclusion of farmers within the scope of the
European Globalization and Adjustment Fund (EGF), as the common agricultural policy can 
provide support for the farming industry more efficiently. In addition; the ETUC considers 
that the EGF should be included in the ESF, in order to better focus on unemployment and 
ensure coherence between the principles governing the two funds.
The ETUC believes that the partnership principle has a key role to play in ensuring that 
measures financed by EU structural funds function properly. EU legislation needs to define 
the partnership principle instead of merely referring to "current national rules and practices", 
while at the same time clearly identifying the role of each partner at national, regional and 
local level.

Ms Birte Day (Advisor territorial cohesion policy), representing the European Association of 
Craft, Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (UEAPME), suggested that structural funds and 
the ESF are central tools for contributing to overcome the present crisis, as well as for 
supporting recovery for the years 2014 to 2020. UEAPME welcomes the cohesion package 
and expresses clear appreciation of the level of budgetary commitment proposed, in particular 
the efforts put on supporting SMEs' competitiveness and innovation-related activities and the 
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alignment with the Europe 2020 objectives, especially for the ESF. 

UEAPME also welcomes some new elements in the Commission's proposal: administrative 
simplification, support for result-oriented projects, the multi-fund and partnership principles, 
the involvement of social partners and the possibility for them to access specific funding for 
capacity building activities; the concentration principle is also highly valued by UEAPME, 
although a special stress on the thematic objective on promoting employment and fighting 
unemployment is also considered necessary. 

UEAPME also calls for a clearer recognition of the specific role of the partners at all levels, in 
particular for the thematic objectives on employment and education, skills and lifelong 
learning, and considers that EU social partners should be consulted on the Code of conduct 
and the Common Strategic Framework provided for in the draft regulation on common 
provisions on the funds. In addition, UEAPME considers it desirable to have an explicit 
mention of the ESF Committee in the proposed regulation.

Finally, Ms Day highlighted some priorities that UEAPME would like to be emphasised in 
the ESF regulation, notably vocational training, apprenticeship and business transfer.  

Mr David Anciaux (project manager) presented the position of CEEP (European Centre of 
Employers and Enterprises providing Public services), an organisation gathering some of the 
main users of structural funds' resources. The CEEP is aware that the ESF, and more
generally the structural and cohesion funds, can play an important role in supporting the 
European economic, territorial and social cohesion, as well as Europe’s recovery and future 
economic development. Therefore, the CEEP welcomes the proposals by the European 
Commission and highlights that structural and cohesion funds are almost unique tools, in that 
they allow for long-term policies to be designed and implemented. Among the main features 
of the general framework proposed by the European Commission, Mr Anciaux expressed 
strong appreciation of the increased links between the different funds and with the EU 2020 
strategy, as well as the clear attempt to introduce some simplification of administrative 
procedures, such as the use of lump sums and unit costs, which can be an effective way to 
remove one of the main obstacles for enterprises in accessing the funds and, therefore, to 
increase the absorption of available resources. 
The CEEP calls for adequate budgetary support and a sufficient financial allocation for the 
ESF in order to match the means with the ambitions and to cope with the challenges posed by 
the crisis. As regards the proposed thematic objectives, investing in skills and training appears 
crucial, as job vacancy rates are still high in Europe despite the economic crisis; in addition, 
the representative of the CEEP highlighted that special emphasis should be put on the 
constraints linked to demographic change and the ageing  of the workforce.

The President of the Platform of European Social NGOs (Social Platform), Mr Connie Reuter, 
considered that the most serious problem undermining the effectiveness of the structural funds 
is their underutilization, mainly linked to the poor capacity of the administrations involved to 
indentify real needs. Concern was also expressed about the disappearance of the European 
Employment Strategy from current discourse, despite the fact that the need to reconnect 
citizens with the European institutions is now stronger than ever.

The Social Platform specially welcomes the following six elements in the Commission's 
proposals under discussion:
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- increased focus of the ESF on social goals, with the thematic objective on "social inclusion 
and combating poverty";
- the possibility to finance specific actions to support equality between men and women and 
non discrimination, in addition to more traditional mainstreaming clauses;
- the minimum 25% share of overall structural and cohesion funds for the ESF; 
- the minimum 20% ESF share allocated for promoting social inclusion and fighting poverty
in each Member State;
- the recognition of the role of NGOs in contributing to the socio-professional inclusion of the 
most vulnerable groups;
- a more appropriate access to funding for NGOs.
Moreover, Mr Reuter raised some additional issues, such as the need to better focus the ESF 
on the new challenges resulting from demographic change for both the younger and the older 
generations of workers and to further define the proposed targets for ESF interventions, 
particularly as regards the use of the ESF for the integration of the Roma and an enhanced 
role for the social economy.

The representative of the European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN), Ms Sian Jones (policy 
coordinator), considered that the Commission proposal on the ESF is one of the most tangible 
benefits of the EU 2020 strategy, in particular as far as two areas are concerned: the 
strengthened role of the ESF for poverty reduction on the one side and, on the other side, the 
partnership principle, especially the bottom-up approach and a more NGOs-friendly delivery 
system. However, according to EAPN the ESF alone cannot defeat poverty and there is a need 
to mobilize all the structural funds via a social inclusion mainstreaming clause and an 
evaluation system that would monitor and assess the progress achieved towards the poverty 
reduction target.

Particular attention was drawn to the ring-fenced allocation of 20% ESF to the fight against 
poverty and social exclusion in each Member State and the need for Parliament to defend it 
during the legislative procedure. Ms Jones reminded that the European Commission has 
recognized in the Cohesion Policy Strategic Report 2010 that further efforts are needed 
towards the EU 2020 poverty reduction target, while the situation of the groups most at risk 
has worsened, with an increase in the number of "working poor"; therefore, new investments 
are needed, as well as an integrated approach supporting holistic, personalised pathways to 
quality work and social inclusion ensuring access to appropriate resources and services for 
all'. The issue of the food aid scheme was also raised and Ms Jones insisted that it should not 
be considered as a tool to fight poverty and should not be included in the resources currently 
proposed for the ESF.
In addition, EAPN backs the alignment of the funds' objectives to the EU 2020 strategy, but 
highlights that equal importance should be given to all common targets and calls for a clearer 
link between the ESF and the open method of coordination in the social field. 

EAPN also welcomes the explicit reference to non-governmental organizations as partners in 
the Commission’s proposal and the recognition of the expertise of NGOs in supporting 
vulnerable groups; however, the tools included in the proposals, although promising, are in 
practice often not accessible for NGOs in most Member States. Simplification of financial 
management is also considered important by EAPN, but does not solve the problem of late 
payment, for which pre-financing would be the only option. Finally, EAPN also values the 
Commission's proposal to facilitate transnational cooperation, but suggests that more should 
be done to ensure the participation of small NGOs.
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A debate with Members followed the presentations given by the invited speakers. In the 
course of the exchange of views the following main issues were raised: efficacy and 
efficiency of the structural funds' interventions and ways to improve their use and absorption 
by the Member States and the regions, with special stress on simplification; the partnership 
principle, the involvement of social partners and NGOs in designing and implementing 
operations co-financed by the ESF and the specific resources devoted to capacity-building for 
these stakeholders; social innovation; thematic concentration and the 20% ESF share allocated 
to the thematic objective "promoting social inclusion and combating poverty"; the new 
classification of regions; the future of the food aid scheme.


