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1. Summary of petition

The petitioner stresses the importance of the services provided by health workers and carers to 
the vulnerable and those in need during the pandemic and expresses concern at the lack of 
security and inadequate pay affecting many of them. He is accordingly seeking action by the 
European Parliament to ensure that the other European institutions and the national 
governments of the Member States continue to give priority to improving the status of health 
workers and carers, on whose work social and economic policy depends. The petitioner 
proposes introducing statutory minimum pay levels for these categories equal to at least average 
remuneration in all Member States. He is also seeking a reduction in the gender pay gap in the 
EU and stresses the need to regularise the employment situation of those caring for relatives or 
providing care on an informal basis and step up public investment in the care sector, 
accompanied by a more coordinated European response to social crises or global emergencies.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 17 September 2020. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 227(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 21 December 2020

The Commission’s observations 

The working conditions and pay of health care workers have received much attention in the 
context of the discussions about labour mobility in the EU, and even more so during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Beyond the current crisis, most European countries experience a steep 
increase in demand for health and long-term care, including because of ageing populations. 
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Investing in professional care is key in meeting the demand of an ageing population while 
allowing women and men with caring responsibilities to continue working until retirement age.

In most Member States, the share of minimum wage earners in the human health and social 
work sector is less than or close to 5%1. There are Member States where this share is above 
15%, namely in Luxembourg, Portugal and Romania. At the same time, while in a majority of 
Member States healthcare workers are less likely to be minimum wage earners than the average 
worker, the opposite is the case in particular in France, Luxembourg and Portugal. Moreover, 
evidence suggests that lower-skilled health and social care assistants earn considerably less than 
the national average wage in their country.

With unemployment expected to increase, the bargaining power of low-paid workers is likely 
to decrease in the near future. In 2014, average hourly earnings in the social services sector 
were lower than the average across sectors in all EU countries, except for Luxembourg and the 
Netherlands. 43% of long-term care workers have the perception that their earnings are 
appropriate for their work. This is a lower share compared to workers in the health care sector 
(47%) and among the entire workforce (51%)2.

The European Pillar of Social Rights3 is the framework for deepening the social dimension of 
the EU and ensuring upward social convergence, based on 20 principles, several of which are 
relevant for the purpose of this petition (including Principle 1 on education, training and life-
long learning, Principle 2 on gender equality, Principle 6 on wages, Principle 12 on social 
protection, Principle 16 on health care and Principle 18 on long-term care). In early 2021, the 
Commission will put forward an Action Plan on the implementation of the European Pillar of 
Social Rights. 

Given the sizeable and increasing share of low-wage workers, protection by adequate minimum 
wages in this sector becomes even more important. The Commission adopted the proposal4 for 
an EU Directive on adequate minimum wages in the EU on 28 October 2020. The proposed 
Directive aims at creating a framework to improve the adequacy of minimum wages and the 
access of workers to minimum wage protection in the EU. It is designed to achieve these 
objectives while taking into account and fully respecting the specificities of national systems 
and competencies a well as social partners’ autonomy and contractual freedom. This proposal 
covers all workers in the Union who have an employment contract or employment relationship 
as defined by law, collective agreements or practice in force in each Member State, with 
consideration to the case-law of the Court of Justice of the European Union, and therefore also 
benefiting workers in the health and social care sectors.

Each Member State has to ensure that the principle of equal pay for male and female workers 
for equal work or work of equal value is applied. The Treaty on the Functioning of the European 
Union5 and the second principle of the European Pillar of Social Rights6 spell out the need to 
ensure equality of treatment and opportunities between women and men, and the right of 

1 European Commission calculations based on EU-SILC 2017.
2 European Working Conditions Survey 2015.
3https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-
social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
4 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020PC0682&from=EN
5 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A12012E%2FTXT
6https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-
social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020PC0682&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A12012E%2FTXT
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en
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women and men to equal pay for work of equal value. The planned forthcoming Commission 
initiative on pay transparency will contribute to the implementation of this principle and will 
constitute an important step towards closing the gender pay gap. The Commission is finalising 
the preparatory work for the adoption of the initiative on binding transparency measures 
envisaged by the end of 2020. 

In addition to pay transparency, a comprehensive approach to close the gender pay gap is 
needed, including addressing persisting gender stereotypes and women’s work in lower-paid 
sectors (horizontal segregation) and in lower-paid positions (vertical segregation). This is very 
relevant for the care sector as currently the health and care workforce is mostly composed of 
women. Nonetheless, female health workers remain underrepresented in highly skilled 
occupations. The Commission is reflecting on the gender segregation, working conditions and 
pay in these sectors. 

The European Skills Agenda7 sets a number of actions targeted at combatting gender 
stereotypes across various professions and encouraging women entrepreneurships and 
attractiveness of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) studies and 
careers. It further puts a strong focus on actions aimed at supporting the upskilling and 
reskilling, in strategic ecosystems such as the health sector. 

Furthermore, the Council Recommendation on access to social protection8 aims to expand 
social protection coverage for people in non-standard forms of employment and self-
employment. The Commission supports Member States in their implementation efforts, which 
would also benefit the many workers in health and social care sectors that work in non-standard 
forms of employment or are self-employed.

The Work-Life Balance Directive9 has introduced the right for a carers’ leave of five days per 
year for workers providing personal care or support to a relative and has extended the right to 
request flexible working arrangements to carers. Member States are now in the process of 
adopting laws, regulations and administrative provisions necessary to comply with the 
Directive.

The Commission proposed the Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative (CRII)10 and the 
Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative Plus (CRII+)11 to mobilise cohesion policy funding 
and the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived to tackle the consequences of the COVID-
19 outbreak. CRII and CRII+ provide extraordinary flexibility in transferring resources where 
they are most needed, removing thematic concentration requirements and offering a temporary 
EU co-financing rate of 100%. The most widespread measures in this regard include providing 
protection material and training for professionals in the social sector working at direct risk, 
hiring of social and care workers, as well as actions in the field of health to strengthen the 
resilience of the medical system in general. 

7 https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223&langId=en
8https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2019.387.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2019:387:TOC
9 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32019L1158
10https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/news/2020/03/16-03-2020-cohesion-policy-and-eu-
solidarity-fund-contribute-to-the-coronavirus-response-investment-initiative
11https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/news/2020/04/04-02-2020-coronavirus-response-
investment-initiative-plus-new-actions-to-mobilise-essential-investments-and-resources

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223&langId=en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2019.387.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2019:387:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2019.387.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2019:387:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32019L1158
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/news/2020/03/16-03-2020-cohesion-policy-and-eu-solidarity-fund-contribute-to-the-coronavirus-response-investment-initiative
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/news/2020/03/16-03-2020-cohesion-policy-and-eu-solidarity-fund-contribute-to-the-coronavirus-response-investment-initiative
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/news/2020/04/04-02-2020-coronavirus-response-investment-initiative-plus-new-actions-to-mobilise-essential-investments-and-resources
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/news/2020/04/04-02-2020-coronavirus-response-investment-initiative-plus-new-actions-to-mobilise-essential-investments-and-resources
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REACT-EU12 is a proposal made by the Commission to address the economic fallout of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, in the form of an amendment to the Common Provisions Regulation 
governing the current cohesion policy programming period. The identified priorities of support 
to be made available from the REACT-EU additional resources under the European Social Fund 
correspond to the main areas of standard ESF intervention, including measures to support health 
and long-term care workers. 

The Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) will provide large-scale financial support to both 
public investments and reforms to support the recovery and to make Member State economies 
and societies more resilient and better prepared for the future. It should also help prevent the 
risk of widening economic and social divergences in the Union, and foster the green and digital 
transitions as well as job creation. The Facility will be a key programme of the European Union 
Recovery Instrument and will be triggered on a voluntary basis. The InvestEU Fund13 includes 
the so-called “Social Investment and Skills” window. This window focuses on the social policy 
objectives, including skills, social infrastructure and microfinance.

The Social Protection Committee is the main channel for dialogue with Member States in the 
area of policies related to care. The Commission monitors the situation in the Member States 
via the European Semester. Furthermore, the Commission is supporting strengthening the 
evidence base through statistical and analytical work and organising mutual learning activities, 
such as peer reviews on work-life balance of informal carers and the promotion of equal sharing 
of informal care between women and men. The European Centre for Disease Prevention and 
Control (ECDC) is working to enhance resilience of health care systems and to better protect 
vulnerable groups in the context of the COVID-19 crisis by publishing guidelines. 

Conclusion

The Commission acknowledges the particular efforts of health and care workers during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The Commission has put forward a number of initiatives, which will 
also benefit workers in the care sector. The Commission has furthermore put forward 
proposals for funding mechanisms, which will also enable investments in the health and care 
sectors. The Commission will continue to provide support and policy guidance to Member 
States to enhance the resilience of their care systems, including adequate working conditions 
for care workers. 

12 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_2140
13 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/publications/investeu-programme_en
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