
European Semester 2018: The Autumn
Package Explained

Today, the Commission presents:

– 2018 Annual Growth Survey

– 2018 Alert Mechanism Report

– 2018 draft Joint Employment Report

– Proposal for the Amendment of Employment Guidelines

– Recommendation for a Council Recommendation on the economic policy of the
euro area

– assessment of euro area Member States’ 2018 Draft Budgetary Plans: a
Chapeau Communication and individual Opinions for 18 euro area Member States
(except Greece).

– a number of steps under the Stability and Growth Pact

2018 ANNUAL GROWTH SURVEY (AGS)
The Annual Growth Survey aims at reigniting sustained economic and social
convergence by building on the virtuous triangle of boosting investment,
pursuing structural reforms and ensuring responsible public finances. It
builds on the messages emerging from the Alert Mechanism Report, the draft
Joint Employment Report and the Commission’s economic forecasts. It also
builds on the principles and rights of the European Pillar of Social Rights,
which is designed as a compass for renewed convergence towards better working
and living conditions in Europe.  

What are the main priorities in the 2018 AGS?

The 2018 Annual Growth Survey builds on the positive momentum of the ongoing
economic expansion. Following on from previous guidance, and taking account
of Member States’ different situations in the economic cycle, the focus is
placed on reforms to boost investment, including in human capital, and to
improve the functioning of product, service and labour markets which will
increase productivity and long-term growth, as well as greater convergence
and inclusion, supported by better quality of public spending, fairer
taxation and modern public institutions. The European Pillar of Social Rights
is fully integrated by prioritising reforms that aim at helping the labour
force acquire skills, promoting equal opportunities in the labour market,
fair working conditions, increasing labour productivity to support wage
growth and adequate and sustainable social protection systems.
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What economic progress has been made since last year?

There are a number of positive signs that structural reforms are now
delivering tangible results. Both the euro area and the EU economy have
steadily grown over the past 18 months and the economic expansion has reached
all Member States. Employment is increasing, with a record 235.4 million
people in jobs in the second quarter of 2017. 8 million additional jobs have
been created in the EU – of which 5.5 million are in the euro area – since
the current Commission took office.[1] Unemployment stands at 7.5% in the EU
and 8.9% in the euro area, the lowest levels in nine and eight years
respectively. Public finances have improved significantly and investment is
slowly recovering. Now the EU has a window of opportunity to relaunch
economic and social convergence between and within Member States, further
strengthen Europe’s Economic and Monetary Union and increase the resilience
of individual economies.

2018 ALERT MECHANISM REPORT
The “Six Pack” introduced a system to monitor broader economic developments,
to detect early on problems such as credit and real estate bubbles, issues in
external sustainability or falling competitiveness. This Macroeconomic
Imbalance Procedure (MIP) forms an integral part of the European Semester.
The Alert Mechanism Report (AMR) kicks off the annual cycle of surveillance
on imbalances. It identifies Member States for which the Commission should
undertake in-depth reviews to assess whether they are experiencing
macroeconomic imbalances. It is based on the economic reading of a scoreboard
of agreed indicators.

What are the main findings of this Alert Mechanism Report?

This year’s AMR reviews progress with the correction of macroeconomic
imbalances from a horizontal perspective, in particular as regards the euro
area. The economic expansion is helping with the correction of existing
imbalances, supporting the ongoing reduction of domestic and external debt
ratios, the easing of some persisting challenges in the financial sector and
the improvement of the labour market situation. However existing imbalances
unwind only slowly and remain a source of risks and vulnerabilities.

How is the adjustment of current accounts progressing?

At the aggregate level, the euro area continues to have the world’s largest
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current account surplus. This is symptomatic of efforts to reduce debt across
sectors and Member States, but also points to the need for Member States with
large current account surpluses to further increase domestic demand and
investment.

However, challenges remain as the rebalancing of external accounts remains
asymmetric across Member States. Large surpluses persist in some Member
States. In net-debtor countries (i.e. with a negative net external position),
net international investment positions (NIIP) are improving at an accelerated
pace, reflecting rising current account balances and higher GDP growth.
However, the negative NIIPs remain large in these countries and
competitiveness gains which previously supported this improvement have
stalled in 2016. Indeed, as unit labour costs evolved similarly in surplus
and net-debtor Member States, developments in cost competitiveness are
becoming less supportive to economic rebalancing within the euro area.

Which EU Member States will be subject to an in-depth review?

On the basis of the analysis in the AMR, 12 countries have been proposed to
be covered by an in-depth review in 2018. These are the same countries
identified as having imbalances in the previous round of the MIP (Bulgaria,
Croatia, Cyprus, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal,
Slovenia, Spain and Sweden). The Commission will present the in-depth reviews
as part of its annual Country Reports in early 2018.

DRAFT JOINT EMPLOYMENT REPORT 2018
The Joint Employment Report (JER) is a key element in EU economic governance,
mandated by Article 148 TFEU. It provides an annual overview of the main
employment and social developments in the EU as a whole, as well as Member
States’ reform actions in line with the Employment Guidelines. In addition,
for the first time the Joint Employment Report 2018 monitors Member States’
performance in relation to the European Pillar of Social Rights. The current
draft version, presented by the Commission, will be discussed with the
Employment Committee and the Social Protection Committee, with a view to
final adoption by the EPSCO Council in March 2018.

What are the main findings of the Joint Employment Report?

The economic expansion has reached all Member States and is reflected by
steady improvements in the labour market and social situation. In the second
quarter of 2017, 235.4 million people were employed which corresponds to an
employment rate of 72.3%. At this pace, reaching the 75% employment rate
target set by the Europe 2020 strategy is on track. Unemployment continues to
fall and stood at 7.5% (8.9% in the euro area) in September 2017, the lowest
level since 2008. Older workers are staying increasingly longer in the labour
market and the employment rate of women has reached another record high.

At the same time, youth unemployment is still at 16.6% in the EU (18.7% in
the euro area) in September 2017. Despite the improvements in the labour
market, wage growth remains subdued in most Member States due to a
combination of low inflation, sluggish productivity and remaining slack in
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the labour market. Despite the improvements in job creation and employment,
still more people need to work and for a longer period in order to maintain
growth in the coming years, especially in view of ageing societies.

Along with the economic and labour market recovery, the proportion of people
at-risk-of poverty or social exclusion continued to decrease in 2016 and has
reached its 2008 level. Income inequality has also slightly decreased in the
EU, after increasing in the aftermath of the crisis. The richest 20% of the
population had a disposable income around five times higher than that of the
poorest 20% in 2016. Member States continue to modernise social protection
systems, including by improving coverage and adequacy of benefits, in
particular for non-standard workers, and actively encourage labour market
participation.

How will the European Pillar of Social Rights be reflected in the European
Semester?

The European Semester is an essential vehicle for delivering on the Pillar as
it takes account of the situations of each Member State and drives the
political direction and coordination in the three areas encompassing the
Pillar: equal opportunities and access to the labour market, fair working
conditions, and social protection and inclusion. The content of the European
Pillar of Social Rights is reflected into some key elements of the European
Semester.

The Annual Growth Survey marks the start of this process and this year1.
puts the Pillar at the forefront of the jobs and growth policy guidance
for the months to come.

The Joint Employment Report directly monitors progress on the ground,1.
notably through the Social Scoreboard. Performance of Member States is
assessed on the basis of 14 headline indicators.
The proposed Employment Guidelines have been amended to fully align with2.
the principles of the Pillar. This is also important as it provides the
legal basis for the adoption by the Council of country-specific
recommendations in the employment and social field.
The Pillar will play a central role as the primary analytical basis for3.
the Country Reports which will be published in February 2018.
The country-specific recommendations (CSRs), which will be proposed in4.
May 2018, will identify the most urgent challenges in Member States.

PROPOSAL FOR EMPLOYMENT GUIDELINES
What are the Employment Guidelines?

The Employment Guidelines proposed by the Commission and approved by the
Council, present common priorities and targets the national employment
policies. Specifically, they frame the scope and direction for Member States’
policy coordination and provide the basis for country-specific
recommendations.

What are the proposed changes?



The revised guidelines for Member States’ employment policies have been
amended to align the text with the principles of the European Pillar of
Social Rights. Parts of the 20 Pillar principles have been used to complement
the Employment Guidelines, for example where it concerns precarious working
conditions, the abuse of atypical contracts, social dialogue or access to
adequate social housing assistance. This revision also represents an
opportunity to adjust the employment guidelines in other ways, for example
through changes related to other policy initiatives such as a work-life
balance initiative.

RECOMMENDATION ON THE ECONOMIC POLICY OF THE EURO
AREA
The euro area recommendation provides tailored advice to euro area Member
States on issues relevant for the functioning of the euro area as a whole. It
is supported by solid economic analysis by the Commission services.

The euro area recommendation covers issues concerning the whole monetary
union, such as policies related to correcting macro-economic imbalances, the
euro area fiscal stance and the completion of the Economic and Monetary
Union. It is now published early in the Semester, ahead of country-specific
discussions, so that common challenges are discussed, agreed and then fully
reflected in country-specific actions.

What is the 2018 euro area recommendation?

The Commission recommendation consists of five parts:

Pursue policies that support sustainable and inclusive growth and1.
improve resilience, rebalancing and convergence. Make significant
progress towards completing the Single Market, particularly in services,
including financial, digital commerce, energy and transport. Given the
positive cyclical conditions, all Member States should prioritise
reforms that increase productivity and growth potential, improve the
institutional and business environment, remove bottlenecks to
investment, support the creation of quality jobs and reduce inequality.
Member States with current account deficits or high external debt should
additionally aim at containing growth in unit labour costs. Member
States with large current account surpluses should additionally promote
wage growth and implement as a priority measures that foster investment,
support domestic demand and facilitate rebalancing in the euro area.

Aim at a broadly neutral fiscal stance at the aggregate level for the2.
euro area and a balanced policy mix. Fiscal policies should strike the
appropriate balance between ensuring the sustainability of public
finances, in particular reducing debt ratios where they are high, and
supporting the economic recovery. While ensuring the effective
functioning of national fiscal frameworks, Member States should pursue
fiscal policies that respect the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) and
which support investment and improve the quality and composition of
public finances, also by making use of spending reviews and adopting



growth-friendly and fair tax structures. Member States should take and
implement measures to reduce debt bias in taxation and fight aggressive
tax planning to ensure a level playing field, provide fair treatment of
taxpayers and safeguard public finances and stability within the euro
area. This includes continuing work towards the Common Consolidated
Corporate Tax Base (CCCTB).

Implement reforms that promote quality job creation, equal opportunities3.
and access to the labour market, fair working conditions, and support
social protection and inclusion. Reforms should aim at: (i) reliable and
flexible labour contracts combined with adequate support during
transitions and avoiding labour market segmentation; (ii) quality,
efficient and life-long education and training systems, which aim at
matching skills with labour market needs; (iii) effective active labour
market policies that foster labour market participation; (iv)
sustainable and adequate social protection systems that respond to new
types of employment and employment relationships; (v) smooth labour
mobility across jobs, sectors and locations; (vi) effective social
dialogue and wage bargaining at the appropriate level; (vii) shifting
taxes away from labour, particularly for low-income and second earners.

In line with the Council (ECOFIN) roadmap of June 2016, continue work to4.
complete the Banking Union with regard to risk reduction and risk
sharing, including a European Deposit Insurance Scheme, making the
common backstop for the Single Resolution Fund operational and
strengthening the European supervisory framework to prevent the
accumulation of risks. Take measures to tangibly accelerate reduction of
the levels of non-performing loans on the basis of the agreed Council
(ECOFIN) Action Plan and promote orderly deleveraging in Member States
with large stocks of private debt. Enhance the integration and
development of EU capital markets to support growth in the real economy
while safeguarding financial market stability.

Make swift progress on completing the Economic and Monetary Union,5.
notably on the basis of the Commission initiatives launched in autumn
2017, in full respect of the Union’s internal market and in an open and
transparent manner towards non-euro area Member States.

OPINIONS ON THE DRAFT BUDGETARY PLANS
The Commission has also completed its assessment of the compliance of euro
area Members States’ Draft Budgetary Plans (DBP) with the provisions of the
SGP, taking into account its recent Autumn 2017 Economic Forecast and
consultations with Member States. It has adopted Opinions for 18 Member
States today (all but Greece).

Regarding the sixteen countries in the preventive arm of the Stability and
Growth Pact:

For six countries (Germany, Lithuania, Latvia, Luxembourg, Finland and the
Netherlands), the DBPs are found to be compliant with the requirements for
2018 under the SGP.
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For five countries (Estonia, Ireland, Cyprus, Malta, and Slovakia), the DBPs
are found to be broadly compliant with the requirements for 2018 under the
SGP. For these countries, the plans might result in some deviation from each
country’s medium-term objective (MTO) or the adjustment path towards it.

For five countries (Belgium, Italy, Austria, Portugal, and Slovenia), the
DBPs pose a risk of non-compliance with the requirements for 2018 under the
SGP. The DBPs of these Member States might result in a significant deviation
from the adjustment paths towards the respective MTO. For Belgium and Italy,
non-compliance with the debt reduction benchmark is also projected.

In the case of Italy, the persisting high government debt is a reason of
concern. In a letter to the Italian authorities, Vice-President Dombrovskis
and Commissioner Moscovici informed that the Commission intends to reassess
Italy’s compliance with the debt reduction benchmark in spring 2018 on the
basis of validated data for 2017 and in the light of the final budget to be
adopted by the Italian Parliament in December 2017.

Regarding the two countries remaining in the corrective arm of the Stability
and Growth Pact (i.e. subject to the Excessive Deficit Procedure):

For France, which could become subject to the preventive arm from 2018
onwards if a timely and sustainable correction of the excessive deficit is
achieved, the DBP is found to be at risk of a non-compliance with the
requirements for 2018 under the SGP. The Commission Autumn 2017 Economic
Forecast projects a significant deviation from the required adjustment path
towards the MTO and non-compliance with the debt reduction benchmark in 2018.

For Spain, the DBP is found to be broadly compliant with the requirements for
2018 under the SGP. The Commission Autumn 2017 Economic Forecast projects
that the headline deficit will be below the Treaty reference value of 3% of
GDP in 2018, although the headline deficit target is not projected to be met
and there is a significant shortfall in fiscal effort compared to the
recommended level.

STEPS UNDER THE STABILITY AND GROWTH PACT

The Commission has also taken a number of steps under the Stability and
Growth Pact:

UK

The Commission recommends that the Excessive Deficit Procedure (EDP) be
abrogated for the United Kingdom. The Commission’s Autumn 2017 Economic
Forecast confirms the timely and durable nature of the correction by the
United Kingdom’s of its excessive deficit during the fiscal year 2016-17.

ROMANIA

For Romania, the Commission established that no effective action was taken in
response to the Council recommendation of June and proposes that the Council
adopts a revised recommendation to Romania to correct its significant
deviation from the adjustment path toward the medium-term budgetary



objective. In June 2017, the Council had issued a recommendation of an annual
structural adjustment of 0.5% of GDP to Romania under the Significant
Deviation Procedure (SDP). On the back of developments since and following
the lack of effective action by Romania to correct its significant deviation,
the Commission now proposes a revised recommendation of an annual structural
adjustment of at least 0.8% of GDP in 2018.

Have any Member States applied for flexibility under the SGP in autumn 2017?

The activation of the structural reform and investment clauses is upon the
request of concerned Member States, when all the eligibility criteria are
fulfilled.

No requests for use of the structural reform and investment clause have been
received in autumn 2017.

In terms of previous requests, Italy and Finland were granted the use of both
the structural reform and investment clauses in 2016 and 2017 respectively,
while Latvia and Lithuania were granted the use of the structural reform
clause in 2017.

Will any country receive considerations under the unusual events clause?

At this stage, it is not envisaged that the unusual event clause (such as for
natural disasters, security costs and refugee-related costs) will be applied
to any Member State in 2018.

In 2017, an allowance under the unusual events clause is expected to be
granted to Belgium, Italy, Hungary, Austria, Slovenia and Finland. The
Commission will make a final assessment in spring 2018 for adoption by the
Council.

For More Information

[1]Net employment change between the third quarter 2014 and the second
quarter in 2017.
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