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Speech [check against delivery] 
 

Honourable members, Madam Chair,  

Thank you for inviting me to this hearing. Care is part of everyone's 

life. As Vice-President Suica said, it starts in childhood and continues 

into adult life as care receivers or caregivers. 

The COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the essential dimension of care 

in people’s daily lives as well as the vulnerability of care systems, 

accumulated through years of under investments in this policy area. 

We have seen how care workers were on the frontline. They have 

done so, often with precarious working conditions and very low pay. 

Yet, their work was essential to keep our societies afloat. 

As we work on recovery, it is urgent to re-value this essential work. 

The care sector has a large job creation potential. Today there are 

6.4 million people working in the care economy and staff shortages 

are already being reported; by 2030, other 7 million additional job 

openings are estimated to arise. 

This potential can only be realised if the sector provides good working 

conditions and becomes attractive. 

The way the care systems are organised differs across the EU. Yet, 

Member States share similar challenges.  

First, there is a challenge related to access.  

Take long-term care. Europe’s ageing population will lead to ever 

more people needing it. Yet there will be less people to provide it.  

However, already today there are many people who do not have 

access to high-quality formal long-term care services. Only around 

30% of older people in need of long-term care, and who live in private 

households, used formal home care services in 2019.  

In many cases, care services are simply not available. And where 

services exist, they are often too expensive.  
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Research shows that without social protection schemes, long-term 

care is unaffordable, especially for people in middle and low-income 

households.  

Even when in place, social protection coverage is limited in scope, 

and for families the out-of-pocket expenditure necessary to ensure 

care pushes them into poverty. 

As a result, informal carers have to take on a large share of care 

provision. Around 44 million Europeans are frequent informal long‐
term caregivers.  

This work - which goes unpaid and is invisible in the statistics - is 

estimated to be around 2.7% of the EU’s GDP. In many countries, this 

is greater than the public investment done in the sector. 

In some cases, informal carers have to reduce their working hours or 

even drop out of the labour market completely to fulfil their caring 

responsibilities.  

While informal care is sometimes a matter of preference, it may often 

be the only option due lack of organised services. 

Reinforcing the provision of affordable formal care is therefore 

essential to reach better those in need and give informal carers real 

options to stay or enter the labour market. It is an essential investment 

to support social fairness and gender equality. 

Another challenge concerns quality in care. Quality assurance 

standards and practices vary widely across the EU. Quality of 

services depends of several factors such as organisation, technology 

and funding. 

But most importantly, quality of care depends on the workforce. So, 

improving quality of care is, first and foremost, about improving the 

working conditions of those working in the sector.  

Work in the care sector is made difficult  due to the prevalence of 

precarious work contracts, irregular working hours, shift working, 

physical and social strains. In all Member States, the average 

earnings in the sector are lower than those in other sectors. 
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An adequate workforce is key to meeting the rising demand for high-

quality services. Investment in skills development, the promotion of 

better working conditions and decent wages are essential. And 

reinforced social dialogue in the sector will play a key role to achieve 

these goals and give them labour and social rights.  

I have mentioned informal carers –those providing care to their 

relatives.  

I have also mentioned care workers – those who have a profession in 

the sector.  

Whether one or the other, they are predominantly women.  

It is women who carry out the bulk of caring activities in our societies.  

 It is not a coincidence that 60% of minimum wage earners are 

women.  

It is not a coincidence that women have longer career breaks or that 

more women than men do not seek employment due to family 

responsibilities.  

It is not a coincidence that women have lower pensions later in life. 

This is why investment in the care sector is a pre-condition for more 

gender equality.  

The multiple facets of care, from the perspective of persons in need 

of care and of carers alike, are well captured in the European Pillar of 

Social Rights.  

The Pillar contains principles on gender equality, work-life balance, 

support to children, access to the labour market, healthcare as well 

as a dedicated principle on long-term care.  

We continue our work on implementing the Pillar – to ensure decent 

jobs, fairer working conditions, adequate social protection and better 

social services in people's lives.  
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The European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan announced specific 

care-related initiatives for 2022 and, as Vice President Suica 

mentioned, the Commission will come forward with a new European 

Care Strategy.   

Once adopted by the co-legislators, the Commission proposal for a 

Directive on adequate minimum wages will also be very relevant to 

ensuring decent wages in the sector.  

Finally, EU funding, including the ESF+, is available and can help 

ensure service provision and the creation of good quality jobs.  

The Commission also encourages the Member States to use the 

Recovery and Resilience Facility to invest in and reform long-term 

care systems.  

 

 

 
 

 
 


