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Executive Summary 

Europe 2020 
The European Council adopted the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable 
and inclusive growth in 2010. It is constructed around five headline targets and 
involves seven flagship initiatives that drive its implementation. The European 
semester is the annual European policy cycle developed to implement the 
Europe 2020 strategy and to ensure coordination across the Member States. The 
European Structural and Investment Funds are expected to support initiatives at 
Member State level that enable their contribution to achieving the headline 
targets of the strategy. 

This discussion paper seeks to document and inform the contribution of equality 
bodies to achieving the headline targets of the Europe 2020 strategy, enable 
Equinet to support the contribution of equality bodies, and inform Equinet’s 
contribution to the mid-term review of the Europe 2020 strategy. 

Survey of Equality Bodies 
The level of engagement by equality bodies in both the Europe 2020 strategy and 
the European Structural and Investment Funds is limited. Of the 41 equality 
bodies surveyed by Equinet,  23 from 21 Member States responded. Only six of 
the 23 responders (26%) reported involvement in the preparation, 
implementation or monitoring of the National Reform Programme and only nine 
(39%) in the preparation, implementation or monitoring of the European 
Structural and Investment Funds. 

A number of barriers to engagement were identified. The dominant barrier was 
the lack of openness on the part of Member State authorities to engagement by 
equality bodies. The limited level of resources of equality bodies was another 
barrier, as was the bodies’ mandate or their interpretation of this mandate. 

Equality bodies, whether or not they have been directly engaged with the Europe 
2020 strategy, were still able to identify a significant contribution on their part 
to achieving the headline targets. This contribution starts from their casework 
on equal treatment legislation, which includes the provision of guidance to 
employers, educational establishments and providers of training, as well as 
active labour market measures. Research and survey work by equality bodies 
has provided a base of evidence on the situation and experience of the groups 
covered by equal treatment legislation, and on the labour market. Equality 
bodies have also made policy recommendations based on their work in the 
policy fields related to the Europe 2020 strategy. 

For those few equality bodies directly engaged in the Europe 2020 strategy and 
with the European Structural and Investment Funds at Member State level, this 
engagement is seen as an opportunity to ensure that equality and non-
discrimination standards are met, and that policy and programmes in these 
fields promote equality for, combat discrimination against, and accommodate the 
diverse needs of groups experiencing inequality. Some equality bodies see this 
engagement as an opportunity to advance the mainstreaming of gender equality 
and equality on all anti-discrimination grounds. 
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These equality bodies share an understanding that inclusive growth needs to be 
based on the elimination of discrimination, an adjustment for diversity, and the 
achievement of equality if it is to become a reality. There is a shared clarity that 
the employment targets of the Europe 2020 strategy will not be met in a context 
of discrimination and inequality in the labour market.   

There is an appetite among the surveyed bodies for greater engagement with the 
Europe 2020 strategy and the European Structural and Investment Funds. Nine 
reported that they intend to engage with the mid-term review process of the 
Europe 2020 strategy, 16 said that they see themselves engaging with the 
implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy, and 13 are looking to get involved 
with the European Structural and Investment Funds at Member State level.  

Future Perspectives 
The first point of engagement for equality bodies is to contribute to the 
preparation of the National Reform Programme and participate in the 
committees established for this purpose. The second is to take a place in the 
structures established to monitor the application of the European Structural and 
Investment Funds. The third is to engage with the process for the annual 
Country-Specific Recommendations produced by the European Commission and 
Council. Equality bodies could also seek to engage with the Annual Growth 
Survey.  

Equality bodies themselves have established a fifth point of engagement in 
building the capacity of public bodies and public officials to promote equality, 
combat discrimination and make adjustments for diversity, and to implement 
equality mainstreaming in policy-making and implementation. The Charter of 
Fundamental Rights offers a sixth but untested additional point of engagement: 
for the Charter to serve as a lever for change to be called on by equality bodies 
when needed. 

Equality bodies should develop an agenda and set of policy positions, based on 
their work, to inform their involvement in these policy areas. This agenda could 
reflect and build on the contribution they are already making to the Europe 2020 
strategy targets. They should seek to be members of the formal structures 
established in relation to the National Reform Programme and the programmes 
for the European Structural and Investment Funds.  

Equality bodies could also support the introduction and implementation of 
equality and non-discrimination mainstreaming into the planning, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of National Reform Programmes. 
They could network with others engaging with the Europe 2020 strategy and 
European Structural and Investment Funds. In the longer term, they need to 
develop a capacity to engage with the process of making and implementing 
Country-Specific Recommendations for their Member States.  

Equinet could take steps to build the capacity of equality bodies to engage 
effectively with the National Reform Programme and monitor structures for the 
European Structural and Investment Funds. It could support joint work by and 
networking among equality bodies engaging with the Europe 2020 strategy. It 
could develop a flow of communication on the Europe 2020 strategy, 
developments over the European Semester, and the activities of equality bodies. 
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Finally, it could serve as a platform for dialogue between the European 
institutions and equality bodies on the Europe 2020 strategy.  

Equinet could assist with exploring the potential of the Charter on Fundamental 
Rights to serve as a lever for equality body engagement. It could support the 
inclusion of a focus on the contribution of equality bodies to the Europe 2020 
strategy, and to the equality and non-discrimination mainstreaming project 
developed by the Discrimination Unit in DG Justice for Europe 2020. 

National Authorities could identify equality, diversity and non-discrimination as 
core values within, and equality bodies as a resource towards their 
implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy and their deployment of the 
European Structural and Investment Funds. They could invite equality bodies to 
participate in the structures established for their National Reform Programme 
and for monitoring the European Structural and Investment Funds. Finally, they 
could also develop equality and non-discrimination mainstreaming practices 
within the planning, implementation, and evaluation of their National Reform 
Programme.  

The European institutions, and in particular the Commission, could champion a 
focus on equality, diversity and non-discrimination in the Europe 2020 strategy, 
and the inclusion of equality stakeholders, including equality bodies, in its 
implementation. Achieving equality and eliminating discrimination could be 
established as a horizontal goal to be advanced through the Annual Growth 
Survey, all targets set, flagship initiatives established, guidelines published, and 
Country-Specific Recommendations made. A specific goal with associated targets 
could be established to achieve equality for, and enable the social and economic 
participation of, members of groups experiencing inequality across all the 
grounds of discrimination.  

Steps could be taken to ensure that Country-Specific Recommendations include a 
focus on equality and non-discrimination issues. The Annual Growth Survey 
could include and track an additional policy priority to achieve equality across all 
discrimination grounds. The Guidelines established for National Reform 
Programmes could include a focus on equality and non-discrimination in both 
economic and employment policy. They could also require the participation of 
equality bodies in the structures for planning, implementing, and evaluating the 
National Reform Programmes. 

The Commission could continue to track, and take action on the mainstreaming 
of equality and non-discrimination in planning for investing in and monitoring 
the European Structural and Investment Funds at Member State level, including 
equality bodies in any associated structures. The new Rights, Equality and 
Citizenship funding programme could include funding for projects enabling and 
testing the engagement of equality bodies in the National Reform Programme 
processes at Member State level. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

1.1 Europe 2020 

The European Council adopted the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable 
and inclusive growth in 20101. This core European Union (EU) policy established 
three priorities for the period 2010 to 2020: 

 ‘Smart growth – developing an economy based on knowledge and 
innovation. 

 Sustainable growth – promoting a more resource efficient, greener and 
more competitive economy. 

 Inclusive growth – fostering a high-employment economy delivering 
economic, social and territorial cohesion’. 

The policy specifies that ‘these three priorities are mutually reinforcing; they offer 
a vision of Europe's social market economy for the 21st century’. The mandate 
established for equality bodies suggests that they have a contribution to make to 
inclusive growth. 

1.2 Headline Targets 
The Europe 2020 strategy is constructed around five headline targets. Three of 
these targets have particular relevance to inclusive growth and to the work that 
equality bodies are engaged in: 

 To achieve a 75% employment rate of men and women aged 20 to 64 
years. Active labour market and lifelong learning policies and practices 
are relevant to this target. 

 To reduce the rate of early school leavers to below 10% and increase, up 
to at least 40%, the number of 30 to 34 year olds who have completed 
tertiary education or its equivalent. Education policies and practices are 
relevant to this target. 

 To reduce the number of people living below national poverty lines by 
25%, lifting at least 20 million people out of the risk of poverty or social 
exclusion. This target has a focus on monetary poverty, material 
deprivation and living in a household with low work intensity. Social 
protection policies and practices are relevant to this target. 

The other two targets concern investments in research and development and the 
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions.   

The policy states that ‘these targets are inter-related’ and that meeting them ‘will 
take strong leadership, commitment and an effective delivery mechanism to change 
attitudes and practices in the EU to deliver the results which are summarised in 
these targets’. 

1.3 Flagship Initiatives 
Seven flagship initiatives have been established at EU level to drive the 
implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy. These are mini work programmes 

                                                        
1 Europe 2020 – A Strategy for Smart, Sustainable and Inclusive Growth, Communication from the 
Commission, COM(2010)2020 of 3 March 2010. 
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to advance key areas of the strategy. Three of these initiatives relate to policy 
areas of relevance to inclusive growth, and to work that equality bodies are 
engaged in: 

 Youth on the Move: This initiative seeks to improve outcomes from 
education and training systems, and the performance of higher education 
institutions. It focuses on EU funded studies, learning and training 
programmes, and developing platforms to assist young people in their 
search for employment. 

 An Agenda for new Skills and Jobs: This initiative deals with labour market 
reforms and skills development. It focuses on providing new skills, 
promoting better labour supply and demand, and raising productivity. It 
also includes a particular focus on work-life balance, active ageing and 
gender equality. 

 European Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion: This initiative 
seeks to combat poverty and social exclusion. It focuses on improving 
access to work, basic services, education, and social support for people 
living in poverty. It includes a particular focus on fighting discrimination 
and the situation of Roma, minorities, older women, people with 
disabilities, and migrants. 

The four other flagship initiatives deal with research, development and 
innovation policy; developing a digital single market; a resource efficient and 
low-carbon economy; and industrial policy with a particular focus on SMEs. 

1.4 European Semester 
The European semester is the annual European policy cycle that has been 
developed to implement the Europe 2020 strategy and to ensure coordination 
across the Member States.  

The Annual Growth Survey, prepared at European level and published in March, 
includes guidance for the Member States on their national policies. 

The Member States prepare and submit a Stability and Convergence Programme 
and a National Reform Programme by April. The former sets out the steps to be 
taken by the Member State to ensure sound public finances. The latter sets out 
steps to contribute to achieving the EU level headline targets of the Europe 2020 
strategy. Key stakeholders are expected to be involved in the preparation of this 
programme. The approach taken in this type of participation under the European 
Structural and Investment Funds would suggest that these stakeholders should 
include equality bodies. 

The Commission assesses the programmes prepared by the Member States and 
produces Country-Specific Recommendations as appropriate in May/June. These 
recommendations are evaluated and adopted by the Council in June/July. 

1.5 European Structural and Investment Funds 
The European Structural and Investment Funds are expected to support 
initiatives at Member State level that enable the contribution of Member States 
to achieving the headline targets of the Europe 2020 strategy. They are made up 
of the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the 
Cohesion Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and the 
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European Maritime and Fisheries Fund. The Europe 2020 policy commits to ‘fully 
exploiting possibilities to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of the existing EU 
budget through stronger prioritisation and better alignment of EU expenditure 
with the goals of the Europe 2020’.  

The regulations that govern the European Structural and Investment Funds2 
require Member States to take issues of gender equality and non-discrimination 
into account. Article 7 states that: 

‘The Member States and the Commission shall ensure that equality between men 
and women and the integration of gender perspective are taken into account and 
promoted throughout the preparation and implementation of programmes, 
including in relation to monitoring, reporting and evaluation’ and that ‘The 
Member States and the Commission shall take appropriate steps to prevent any 
discrimination based on sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age 
or sexual orientation during the preparation and implementation of programmes’.  

The regulations require Member States to include equality bodies in the 
preparation and implementation of activities that are funded under the 
European Structural and Investment Funds. Article 5 states: 

‘For the Partnership Agreement and each programme, each Member State shall in 
accordance with its institutional and legal framework organise a partnership with 
the competent regional and local authorities. The partnership shall also include the 
following partners:  

(a) competent urban and other public authorities;  

(b) economic and social partners; and  

(c) relevant bodies representing civil society, including environmental 
partners, non-governmental organisations, and bodies responsible for 
promoting social inclusion, gender equality and non-discrimination’.  

The assessment grid developed by the Commission for ex-ante conditionalities3 
clarifies that this partnership includes equality bodies. The grid seeks 
information on the establishment of an equality body in a Member State, the plan 
for consulting with the equality body, and the steps taken to facilitate the active 
involvement of the equality body in the preparation and implementation of 
programmes resourced under the Funds. 

The European Code of Conduct on Partnership4 sets out the Commission 
delegated decision on partnership in relation to the European Structural and 
Investment Funds. It states that ‘for the Partnership Agreement, Member States 

                                                        
2 Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 laying 
down common provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the 
Cohesion Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and the European Maritime and 
Fisheries Fund and laying down general provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the 
European Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund and repealing 
Council Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006 –  
file:///Users/Liam/Downloads/RegulationEUNooftheEuropeanParliamentandoftheCouncil.pdf  
3  Guidance on Ex-Ante Conditionalities Part II (draft), European Commission, August 2013 – 
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/pdf/preparation/20092013_guidance_part_2.pdf  
4 The European Code of Conduct on Partnership in the Framework of the European Structural and 
Investment Funds, DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, European Commission, Brussels, 2014 - 
file:///Users/Liam/Downloads/esf_eccp_leaflet_en.pdf 

file:///C:/Users/Liam/Downloads/RegulationEUNooftheEuropeanParliamentandoftheCouncil.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/pdf/preparation/20092013_guidance_part_2.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Liam/Downloads/esf_eccp_leaflet_en.pdf
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shall identify the relevant partners among at least the following:… economic and 
social partners, including:… bodies representing civil society, such as 
environmental partners, non-governmental organisations, and bodies responsible 
for promoting social inclusion, gender equality and non-discrimination’. 

1.6 Discussion Paper 
This discussion paper reflects Equinet’s recognition that the work of equality 
bodies contributes to the field of economic policy and of economic outcomes. It is 
based on an understanding of the role of equality, diversity and non-
discrimination in economic progress and wellbeing.  

Equinet is conscious of the importance of the Europe 2020 strategy to the future 
of Europe. The combination of economic, social and environmental goals in the 
strategy is important and reflects an ambition for inclusion that is relevant to the 
mandate and work of equality bodies. Equinet seeks to support and further 
develop the contribution of equality bodies to inclusive growth and, therefore, to 
the further development and implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy. 

The purpose of this discussion paper is to: 

 Document the contribution being made by equality bodies to achieving 
the headline targets of the Europe 2020 strategy.  

 Inform the contribution to be made by equality bodies to achieving these 
headline targets.  

 Enable Equinet to support the contribution of equality bodies to achieving 
these headline targets.  

 Inform Equinet’s contribution to the mid-term review of the Europe 2020 
strategy. 

The preparation of this discussion paper involved a survey of Equinet members’ 
involvement with the Europe 2020 strategy and the European Structural and 
Investment Funds at Member State level. The questions for this survey are 
included in Annex One. Further one-to-one contact was made with relevant 
personnel from those equality bodies that reported a high level of involvement. 
Key stakeholders were also met with in order to inform this discussion paper. 
Equinet’s relevant structures were involved in setting the parameters for this 
discussion paper and in guiding its preparation.  
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Chapter Two: Background 

2.1 Potential 
There is a strong case to be made for the Europe 2020 strategy to take on 
equality and non-discrimination goals. Likewise there is a related and equally 
strong case for equality bodies to engage with the strategy if they are to fully 
realise their potential and achieve the level of social change they are capable of.  

The business and economic cases for equality have been well established. It is 
these results that make equality and non-discrimination an important and 
necessary component for the success of the Europe 2020 strategy. 

The Equality Summit, ‘Promoting Equality for Growth,’ was held in Cyprus in 
November 2012. The Cypriot Government communicated the lessons learned, 
and conclusions of the summit to the EPSCO meeting of 6th December 20125. The 
lessons included: 

 ‘Equality legislation is and should be a catalyst for growth because it seeks 
to protect the most vulnerable and can be the driver for both economic and 
social inclusion. Growth policies without a mainstreamed equality policy on 
all grounds of discrimination risk failure on the social cohesion dimension 
with a greater risk of poverty, inequality and conflict’. 

 ‘Equality bodies can contribute to growth by reinforcing social cohesion and 
supporting the implementation of directives and national 
antidiscrimination legislation. For this they need independence, sufficient 
financial means and legal powers to pursue discrimination cases’.  

 ‘When making the economic case for equality policies, it is important to 
highlight that discriminatory practices are not only harmful for society but 
they also result in real financial costs to public authorities, to businesses, to 
victims of discrimination and to those who discriminate’.  

The Summit concluded that: 

 ‘The Equality Summit has shown that equality policies can support growth, 
and growth cannot be achieved in a society where discrimination and 
exclusion exist’. 

 ‘In times of crisis, human rights and non-discrimination principles should be 
taken into account when designing and implementing growth policies. 
Investing in Equality policies will contribute to the creation of a more 
inclusive participatory and prosperous society by ensuring that persons 
with disabilities, older people, ethnic and religious minorities, women, 
sexual minorities and all groups at risk of discrimination can play a positive 
role for growth and are given the opportunity to show their talents’.  

Equality bodies have the potential to promote change for individuals,  
institutions, policy, and society. To realise their full potential however, they are 
challenged to deploy the full range of their powers, stretching from legal 
casework to promoting and supporting good practice, to identifying and 

                                                        
5 ‘Equality Summit 2012 ‘Promoting Equality for Growth’ Key Learning and Outcomes’, European 
Commission and Cyprus Presidency, 2012 –  
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/files/equalitysummit2012_conclusions_en.pdf  

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/files/equalitysummit2012_conclusions_en.pdf
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recommending new policy initiatives. This demands an investment in a strategic 
mix of such initiatives. 

The 2010 study on equality bodies commissioned by the Commission stated that 
‘equality bodies emerge from the country fiches as necessary and valuable 
institutions for social change. They demonstrate potential, at a basic level, to 
stimulate and support the implementation of equal treatment legislation and to 
advance the objectives of this legislation. In doing so, they reveal a higher level 
potential to unlock the powerful business, economic and societal benefits that arise 
from greater equality and diversity’6.  

It established the potential of equality bodies as ‘enabling change in policies, 
procedures and practices of organisations by providing guidance, advice and 
support for good practice (promotion type bodies) and requiring change through 
orders, recommendations or advisory opinions (tribunal type bodies) and thus 
making organisations more effective in preventing discrimination, adjusting for 
diversity and promoting equality’ and ‘improving the quality of policy and 
legislation by providing their expertise and knowledge based on survey work 
(promotion-type bodies) and their interpretation of equal treatment legislation in 
their (advisory) opinions (tribunal-type bodies)’. 

Engagement with the Europe 2020 strategy fits well with the vision of equality 
bodies as unlocking the business, social and economic benefits of equality and 
diversity. This engagement would realise the potential of these bodies both to 
achieve institutional change and influence policy and legislation. It would do so 
in a policy area that is at the core of the development strategies of the EU and its 
Member States and within a strategy that covers some of the most significant 
policy areas when it comes to addressing inequality and discrimination – 
employment, education, and poverty reduction. 

The study suggests a contribution in this regard is possible from both ‘promotion 
-type bodies’ and ‘tribunal-type bodies’. It defines predominantly tribunal-type 
equality bodies as ‘impartial institutions which spend the bulk of their time and 
resources hearing, investigating and deciding on individual instances of 
discrimination brought before them’ and predominantly promotion-type equality 
bodies as spending ‘the bulk of their time and resources on a broader mix of 
activities that include supporting good practice in organisations, raising awareness 
of rights, developing a knowledge base on equality and non-discrimination, and 
providing legal advice and assistance to victims of discrimination’. 

As part of their engagement with the Europe 2020 strategy, equality bodies need 
to build relationships with Government Departments and state agencies and 
with a range of civil society organisations. While equality bodies value and 
rightfully defend their independence, this does not preclude building 
relationships to stimulate and support a common endeavour to achieve full 
equality in policy areas that are key to the future of groups covered by equal 
treatment legislation. 

 

                                                        
6 Ammer M., Crowley N., Liegl B., Holzleithner E., Wladasch K., & Yesilkagit K., Study on Equality Bodies set 
up under Directives 2000/43/EC, 2004/113/EC and 2006/54/EC, European Commission, Brussels, 2010 - 
file:///Users/Liam/Downloads/Final%20Synthesis_Report_EN_DE_FR%2026-01-2011%20(15).pdf  

file:///C:/Users/Liam/Downloads/Final%20Synthesis_Report_EN_DE_FR%2026-01-2011%20(15).pdf
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2.2 Current Developments 
The Commission published guidelines for Member States on the preparation of 
their National Reform Programmes7. They include broad guidelines for the 
economic policies of the Member States and the EU, and for the employment 
policies of the Member States. Equality, discrimination and groups covered by 
the equal treatment Directives receive some mention in the guidelines for 
employment policies. 

Guideline 7, ‘Increasing labour market participation and reducing structural 
unemployment’, includes that ‘Member States should increase labour force 
participation through policies to promote active ageing, gender equality and equal 
pay and labour market integration of young people, disabled, legal migrants and 
other vulnerable groups. Work-life balance policies with the provision of affordable 
care and innovation in work organisation should be geared to raising employment 
rates particularly among youth, older workers and women’. 

Guideline 8, ‘Developing a skilled workforce responding to labour market needs, 
promoting job quality and lifelong learning’, includes that ‘Quality initial 
education and attractive vocational training must be complemented with effective 
incentives for lifelong learning, second-chance opportunities, ensuring every adult 
the chance to move one step up in their qualification, and by targeted migration 
and integration policies’. 

Guideline 10, ‘Promoting social inclusion and eliminating poverty’, includes that 
‘Member States’ efforts to reduce poverty should be aimed at promoting full 
participation in society and economy and extending employment opportunities, 
making full use of the European Social Fund. Efforts should also concentrate on 
ensuring equal opportunities, including through access to affordable, sustainable 
and high quality services and public services’ and ‘Member States should put in 
place effective anti-discrimination measures’.  

The Commission is currently implementing a mid-term review of the Europe 
2020 strategy. It includes a widespread consultation on the policy, and provides 
an important opportunity to engage and contribute to shaping its future 
potential. A Communication8 was published by the Commission in March 2014 to 
inform this mid-term review. It takes critical stock of the progress achieved 
under the Europe 2020 strategy in a context where the EU faced particular 
challenges to ‘break the vicious cycle between rising levels of sovereign debt, 
contagious financial instability, and low or even negative growth’. The document 
examines where Europe now stands with regard to the impact of the crisis, long-
term trends affecting growth, and progress towards the Europe 2020 targets. It 
then assesses whether the strategy has worked in terms of the role of targets, 
flagship initiatives and related EU-level levers, as well as the European Semester. 

                                                        
7 Europe 2020: Integrated Guidelines for the Economic and Employment Policies of the Member States, 
European Commission, Brussels, 2010 –  
http://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/Brochure%20Integrated%20Guidelines.pdf  
8 ‘Taking stock of the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth’ Communication 
from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and the Committee of the Regions, COM(2014) 130 Final/2 - 
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/europe2020stocktaking_en.pdf  

http://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/Brochure%20Integrated%20Guidelines.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/europe2020stocktaking_en.pdf
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In its examination of progress towards the Europe 2020 targets, the review takes 
a rigorous perspective. It suggests that the employment, investment in research 
and development, and poverty targets are unlikely to be met by 2020. 

The EU employment rate dropped to 68.4% in 2012 from 70.3% in 2008, but 
recent trends suggest it will now increase to just below the 2020 target if 
national targets are fulfilled. It points out that ‘progress towards the target would 
also require tapping into a potential labour force consisting largely of women, 
older people as well as so far inactive adults, including migrants’ and that ‘active 
labour market policies, coupled with lifelong learning strategies and 
comprehensive integration policies, thus remain essential for the achievement of 
employment goals’. 

The number of people at risk of poverty increased from 114 million in 2009 to 
124 million in 2012. The Commission Communication states that ‘the EU has thus 
drifted further away from its target…and there is no sign of rapid progress to 
remedy this situation’. ‘The crisis has demonstrated the need for effective social 
protection systems’. 

On the other hand, it suggests that education and greenhouse gas emissions 
targets are likely to be met by 2020. 

The share of early school leavers has fallen from 15.7% in 2005 to 12.7% in 2012. 
While this ‘may be attributable to a more difficult employment environment, there 
is also evidence of structural improvements and the trend is expected to continue’. 
The share of young people who have completed tertiary education has increased 
from 27.9% in 2005 to 35.7% in 2012. Though ‘this may vary from country to 
country, the trend is also considered structural and the 2020 target is expected to 
be met’. 

It identifies limitations in the use of targets, one of which is that they are ‘not 
exhaustive’ and another, that ‘averages at EU or national level often hide very 
significant age, gender or regional differences’. 

It suggests that the flagship initiatives have been a ‘catalyst for action at EU level’, 
have ‘contributed to mutual learning and thematic knowledge at EU level’, have 
‘served as a guide for the use of EU funding’, and have ‘triggered or inspired policy 
action in the Member States’.  

In its examination of EU level levers, the review notes that ‘although the EU 
budget amounts to only about 1% of EU GDP, it can act as an important catalyst 
for growth. The new EU financial framework for 2014-2020 is closely aligned to the 
priorities of the Europe 2020 strategy’. 

The role of the European Semester is noted for its ability to combine EU 
priorities and Country-Specific Recommendations, which ‘is essential to take 
account of the specific circumstances of each Member State’. However, the review 
points out that ‘awareness and ownership by all relevant actors – governments, 
parliaments, regional and local authorities, social partners and all stakeholders – is 
a crucial prerequisite for success. In many Member States, the involvement of the 
different stakeholders in the implementation of the strategy could still be 
improved’. 
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The absence in the Communication of any significant reference to equality, 
diversity and discrimination, or to the groups covered by EU equal treatment 
legislation is striking. This is particularly so in the context of the European 
Treaties, which stipulate that ‘in all its activities, the Union shall aim to eliminate 
inequalities, and to promote equality, between men and women’ (Article 8) and 
that ‘in defining and implementing its policies and activities, the Union shall aim to 
combat discrimination based on sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, 
disability, age or sexual orientation’ (Article 10)9.  

The Strategy for Equality Between Women and Men 2010-201510 commits the 
Commission to ‘support the promotion of gender equality in the implementation of 
all aspects and flagship initiatives of the Europe 2020 strategy, especially as 
regards definition and implementation of relevant national measures, through 
technical support as well as through the Structural Funds and other major funding 
programmes such as the 7th Framework Programme for Research. In the context of 
the Employment Guidelines and the evaluation of national employment policies, it 
will monitor closely the national policies adopted to improve gender equality in the 
labour market and boost the social inclusion of women’. This commitment is made 
under the theme of Equal Economic Independence. 

The European Pact for Gender Equality11  also includes a focus on Europe 2020 
stating that ‘when developing and implementing their National Reform 
Programmes, the Member States are encouraged to apply a gender equality 
perspective and to promote gender equality policies, especially concerning the 
Employment Guidelines’ and ‘The Commission and the Council are also invited to 
incorporate a gender equality perspective into the Annual Growth Survey, the 
Country Opinions and the Country-Specific Recommendations’. 

The Commission has initiated an expert network across the Member States for 
‘knowledge-based analysis and policy advice in the anti-discrimination field and 
the EU 2020 Strategy’.  The Anti-Discrimination Unit of DG Justice manages the 
initiative, which establishes evidence-based links between the EU2020 process 
and non-discrimination issues and policies for groups based on age, religion or 
belief, racial or ethnic origin, sexual orientation and gender identity. This will 
support the Commission in mainstreaming non-discrimination policies in the 
EU2020 strategy through the European Semester. 

Most recently, the ‘Council Conclusions on Women in the Economy: Economic 
independence from the perspective of part-time work and self-employment’ was 
agreed on by the Economic, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council 
meeting of June 201412. It stated that ‘a new impetus is needed to reaffirm the 

                                                        
9 Consolidated Version of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, Council of the European 
Union, Brussels, 2012, 6655/7/08 Rev 7 –  
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/doc/srv?l=EN&f=ST%206655%202008%20REV%207  
10 Strategy for Equality between Women and Men 2010-2015, European Commission, Brussels, 2010 - 
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/strategy_equality_women_men_en.pdf  
11 Council conclusions on the European Pact for gender equality for the period 2011 – 2020, 3073th 
Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council meeting Brussels, 7 March 2011 - 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/119628.pdf  
12 Council conclusions on Women and the economy: Economic independence from the perspective of part-
time work and self-employment, Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council Meeting, 
Luxembourg, 19 June 2014, Council of the European Union - 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/143269.pdf  

http://register.consilium.europa.eu/doc/srv?l=EN&f=ST%206655%202008%20REV%207
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/strategy_equality_women_men_en.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/119628.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/143269.pdf
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close link between the Commission’s Strategy for Equality between Women and 
Men 2010 to 2015 and the Europe 2020 Strategy’, and welcomed ‘the focus on 
gender equality-related issues in the Country-Specific Recommendations’. 

The Council called on the Member States and the Commission to ‘provide for a 
pillar on gender equality within the Europe 2020 governance framework’. This 
would include ‘a section to be included in each draft Joint Employment Report 
providing information on the efforts and progress made by Member States to 
reduce the gender employment gap’: ‘measuring progress made by the Member 
States in achieving gender equality and encouraging further progress as necessary 
by making use of instruments of the European Semester, including Country-Specific 
Recommendations’, and ‘a regular exchange with the European social partners in 
the context of the tripartite dialogue on these issues’. 

2.3 Points of Engagement 
Non-Governmental Organisation activity around the Europe 2020 strategy 
suggests a number of points of engagement, including: 

 Engagement with the Annual Growth Survey of the European Commission. 
 Engagement with Member State National Reform Programmes. 
 Engagement with Country-Specific Recommendations for Member States. 
 Engagement with the European Structural and Investment Funds.  

Engagement with the Annual Growth Survey 

The 2014 Annual Growth Survey13 ‘takes stock of the economic and social 
situation in Europe and sets out broad policy priorities for the EU as a whole for the 
coming year’. The policy priorities, identified under a number of headings are 
currently: pursuing differentiated growth friendly fiscal consolidation, restoring 
lending to the economy, promoting growth and competitiveness, tackling 
unemployment and the social consequences of the crisis, and modernising public 
administration.  

Equality, diversity and non-discrimination get little mention in the Annual 
Growth Survey. The only references are to women and policy in relation to the 
gender pay gap, the gender pension gap and affordable care; older people and 
policy in relation to lifelong learning; and young people and policy in relation to 
the youth guarantee of employment or training for those becoming unemployed. 
These references are in the section on unemployment and the social 
consequences of the crisis. 

The 2014 Annual Growth Survey makes particular reference to the need for 
‘democratic legitimacy’ and factoring EU level policy elements ‘into national 
decision making at the right time’ in highlighting, ‘it is also clear from experience 
to date that national ownership of the process (and in particular of the Country-
Specific Recommendations) needs to be developed further’. It suggests that ‘in 
many Member States, there is a need for greater involvement of national 
parliaments, social partners and civil society in the process in order to secure 
public understanding and acceptance of the necessary reforms’. 

                                                        
13 Annual Growth Survey 2014, COM2013 (800) final, Communication from the European Commission, 
Brussels, 2013 - http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2014/ags2014_en.pdf  

http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2014/ags2014_en.pdf
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The Joint Employment Report and a European Commission Staff Working 
Document were published as part of the Annual Growth Survey package. The 
Joint Employment Report14 sets out data in relation to labour market, social 
trends and challenges in the EU, examines employment and social policy reforms 
in the implementation of the employment guidelines, and sets out a scoreboard 
of key employment and social indicators.  

This was the first time the scoreboard was included. The five indicators were 
unemployment rate (aged 15 to 74), unemployment and NEET (Not in 
Employment, Education, or Training) rates (aged 15 to 24), real gross disposable 
household income, at-risk-of-poverty rate, and income inequality.  

The Staff Working Document was an assessment of the implementation of the 
Country-Specific Recommendations made for each Member State15. 

The European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN) published a policy paper in 
response to the survey package16. They welcomed some elements including ‘the 
attention drawn to the increase in poverty to 25%, high unemployment levels, and 
impact on inequality, particularly in Southern and Eastern Member States, and the 
growing divergence in employment and social outcomes’. A number of missed 
opportunities were identified including that ‘the low profile given to Europe 2020 
and the targets, with no visible appraisal of the progress on the targets in the main 
Communication, confirms the message of the Annual Growth Survey and the 
European Semester as a purely macroeconomic tool’.  

Ten recommendations were made including, that ‘inequality must become a 
central, new priority,’ because, ‘as highlighted in the new social scoreboard, 
inequality is on the increase, particularly in the Southern and Eastern Member 
States, adding to the growing divergence between rich and poor, as well as 
undermining economic recovery. 

Engagement with National Reform Programmes 

Commission funding enabled the further development of the EU Alliance for a 
Democratic, Social and Sustainable Semester. This alliance brings together a 
wide spectrum of European level civil society organisations including 
organisations representing women, older people, children and migrants. It is 
coordinated by the EAPN and aims to promote smart, sustainable and inclusive 
goals of Europe 2020, including equality goals. 

The European Alliance for a Democratic, Social and Sustainable European 
Semester published a toolkit to support their members at Member State level to 

                                                        
14  Draft Joint Employment Report, COM2013 (801), European Commission, Brussels, 2013 - 
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2014/jer2014_en.pdf  
15 Commission Staff Working Document – Overview of Progress in Implementing Country-Specific 
Recommendations by Member State, SWD2013 (800) final 2, European Commission, Brussels, 2013 - 
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2014/csrimpl2014_swd_en.pdf  
16 ‘Business as usual fails the fight against poverty’ EAPN Response to the Annual Growth Survey Package 
2014, European Anti-Poverty Network, Brussels, 2014 - http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-
position-papers-and-reports/2014-EAPN-response-to-the-AGS.pdf   

http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2014/jer2014_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2014/csrimpl2014_swd_en.pdf
http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-reports/2014-EAPN-response-to-the-AGS.pdf
http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-reports/2014-EAPN-response-to-the-AGS.pdf
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engage with the Europe 2020 strategy17 which provides information on Europe 
2020, tips to support engagement, key messages and policy hooks. 

The tips for engagement are for their members to: 

 Identify who is responsible for the European Semester. 
 Ask to be invited to participate in the stakeholder engagement. 
 Prepare briefings and build a common position. 
 Make their inputs and develop key messages. 
 Review their country’s Country-Specific Recommendations. 
 Build alliances. 
 Disseminate their messages and promote public debate. 
 Remember the mid-term review. 

The key policy hooks identified for their members include the: 

 Annual Growth Survey: This sets out the broad EU economic priorities for 
the year to come and for Europe 2020, and invites Member States to take 
these into account when devising their National Reform Programmes18. 

 Communication of the European Commission taking stock of Europe 
2020: This was prepared as part of the mid-term review19.   

 Joint Employment Report: This forms an annex of the Annual Growth 
Survey and reviews national policies to reach the employment, education, 
and poverty-reduction targets of Europe 2020, as presented in the 
National Reform Programmes20. 

 Social Investment Package: The Communication Towards Social 
Investment for Growth and Cohesion in the Social Investment Package is 
DG Employment’s main key social inclusion input to Europe 202021. 

 Communication on the Social Dimension of the European Monetary Union, 
which is aimed at reducing growing divergences (social imbalances) 
between Member States with regards to poverty, inequality and 
unemployment in order to improve macroeconomic stability22. 

The toolkit notes that ‘gender equality is not an explicit objective of the Europe 
2020 Strategy, despite the fact that the objectives to achieve gender equality and 
gender mainstream all policies are legal obligations enshrined in the Lisbon 

                                                        
17 Toolkit for Engaging with Europe 2020 and the 2014-2015 European Semester, Alliance for a Democratic, 
Social and Sustainable European Semester, 2014 - 
http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/SemesterAlliance/2014-Semester-Alliance-Toolkit.pdf  
18 Annual Growth Survey 2014, COM2013 (800) final, Communication from the European Commission, 
Brussels, 2013 - http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2014/ags2014_en.pdf 
19 Taking stock of the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth’ Communication 
from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and the Committee of the Regions, COM(2014) 130 Final/2 - 
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/europe2020stocktaking_en.pdf  
20  Draft Joint Employment Report, COM2013 (801), European Commission, Brussels, 2013 - 
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2014/jer2014_en.pdf  
21 Towards Social Investment for Growth and Cohesion – including implementing the European Social Fund 
2014-2020, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European 
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, COM(2013) 83 final, Brussels, 2013 - 
file:///Users/Liam/Downloads/COMM_Social-investment-package_en.pdf  
22 Strengthening the Social Dimension of the Economic and Monetary Union, Communication from the 
Commission to the European Parliament and the Council, COM(2013) 690, Brussels, 2013 - 
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/president/news/archives/2013/10/pdf/20131002_1-
emu_en.pdf  

http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/SemesterAlliance/2014-Semester-Alliance-Toolkit.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2014/ags2014_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/europe2020stocktaking_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2014/jer2014_en.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Liam/Downloads/COMM_Social-investment-package_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/president/news/archives/2013/10/pdf/20131002_1-emu_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/president/news/archives/2013/10/pdf/20131002_1-emu_en.pdf
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Treaty’. It also highlights the need to ‘implement an ex-ante 
social/gender/equality and environmental impact assessment of macroeconomic 
Country-Specific Recommendations and promote a comprehensive, balanced 
strategy that ensures that economic objectives are consistent with the delivery on 
the social, gender, equality and environmental targets’.  

The EAPN assessed the 2013 National Reform Programmes of  Member States23. 
It emphasised a ‘deep concern about the shocking lack of progress on the poverty 
target; the minimal visibility of the Europe 2020 strategy in the National Reform 
Programmes/Country-Specific Recommendations, and generally in the European 
Semester, and the unacceptable democratic and participative deficit’. This 
assessment highlighted a number of challenges to meeting the Europe 2020 
targets: 

 With regard to the employment target, it suggests that ‘governments need 
to start actively implementing integrated Active Inclusion, combining 
adequate income with access to quality services and personalised pathways 
towards sustainable and quality employment and social inclusion’.  

 With regard to the education targets, it states that ‘education policy is not 
set in broader inclusive approaches. Such an approach would address well-
being in a wider sense, and make links to reducing poverty and ensuring 
social inclusion and equal opportunities, especially for key groups facing 
difficulties, and for children living in poverty’.  

 With regard to the poverty target, it points out that, ‘an EU strategy and 
national integrated, multidimensional strategies to fight poverty for all 
groups is crucial if serious efforts are to be made to reach the poverty target. 
Social investment can play a key role but must challenge austerity and back 
greater investment in universal social protection and enabling policies’. It 
also points to the need to ‘address the gender dimensions of poverty and 
social exclusion and ensure that anti-discrimination concerns are 
mainstreamed in anti-poverty policies’.  

In 2013, the EAPN also published a toolkit to support its national networks to 
engage with the National Reform Programmes24. 

Engagement with Country-Specific Recommendations 

In 2014, the European Alliance for a Democratic, Social and Sustainable Semester 
published proposals for Country-Specific Recommendations for each Member 
State25. This publication noted that in 2013, ‘although the number of Country-
Specific Recommendations that dealt with social, environmental and gender 
equality aspects increased, the overwhelming number and priority of the Country-
Specific Recommendations continued to focus on economic governance 
requirements. Last year, this meant a dominant focus on fiscal consolidation, 

                                                        
23 Widening The Gap: EAPN Assessment of the National Reform Programmes 2013, European Anti-Poverty 
Network, Brussels, 2013 - http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/NRPs/2013-EAPN-NRP-Report.pdf  
24 Toolkit for Engaging with National Reform Programmes and National Social Reports, European Anti-
Poverty Network, Brussels, 2013 - http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-
reports/2013-eapn-toolkit-stakeholder-involvement.pdf  
25 The EU Alliance for a Democratic, Social and Sustainable European Semester Presents 2014 Proposals for 
Country-Specific Recommendations: Progressing on A smart, sustainable and inclusive EU - 
http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/SemesterAlliance/Semester-Alliance-joint-CSR-proposals-
report-07-03-2014.pdf  

http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/NRPs/2013-EAPN-NRP-Report.pdf
http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-reports/2013-eapn-toolkit-stakeholder-involvement.pdf
http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-reports/2013-eapn-toolkit-stakeholder-involvement.pdf
http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/SemesterAlliance/Semester-Alliance-joint-CSR-proposals-report-07-03-2014.pdf
http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/SemesterAlliance/Semester-Alliance-joint-CSR-proposals-report-07-03-2014.pdf
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mainly based on austerity measures, with some shift to competiveness and growth. 
However, the social, equality (including gender equality), and environmental 
impact of such proposals were not assessed’.  

It goes on to set out a number of ‘key messages’ for the 2014 Country-Specific 
Recommendations. These include an emphasis on the need to ‘support 
macroeconomic policies that support social, equality and environmental goals’, 
‘strengthen social investment and ensure universal access to social protection 
systems across the life cycle’, ‘ensure sustainable, quality employment across the 
life cycle’, reduce the gender pay gap, address gender segregation in education, 
work to close the gender pensions’ gap, promote work-life balance and shared 
parenting models, and counter multiple discrimination against migrant women.  

The document also raises issues of governance and, in coordination with 
Member States, calls for the development of ‘EU Guidelines to ensure debate in 
parliaments and meaningful structured dialogue with all relevant stakeholders at 
national and EU level’ and for ‘financial/logistical support for stakeholder 
engagement in the whole National Reform Programmes process as well as 
structured dialogue on the Country-Specific Recommendations’. 

The European Women’s Lobby has also focused on the Country-Specific 
Recommendations as a point of entry. In 2012, they published alternative 
Country-Specific Recommendations based on their members’ analysis of their 
country’s National Reform Programmes26. The situation of men and women is 
presented for each Member State as it relates to seven gender-equality indicators 
(pay gap, care provision, employment, part-time work, at-risk of poverty, older 
people at-risk-of-poverty and board membership) along with an assessment of 
the situation in the country and proposed recommendations. 

The starting point for the European Women’s Lobby is that ‘gender equality is not 
an explicit objective of the Europe 2020 strategy. This is problematic as the issue of 
gender equality could be sidetracked in the overall strategy. Campaigners for 
women’s rights, including the European Women’s Lobby, have from the start been 
vocal in highlighting how tackling gender inequalities on the labour market and in 
economic and social and macro-economic policies is crucial if the EU is to meet the 
2020 objectives’. 

The document points out that ‘the Country-Specific Recommendations to Member 
States lack a gender perspective. The use of gender blind terms such as “second 
earners”, “low income earners”, “low wage earners”, “poverty rate”, and 
“vulnerable groups” are hiding gender inequalities that affects women 
disproportionately. When gender issues are addressed in the Country-Specific 
Recommendations, they tend to focus on issues that are seen to be a ‘women’s 
problem’ such as increasing care services to facilitate women’s participation in the 
labour-market and fail to be the driver of a societal change where women and men 
are equal earners and equal carers’.  

                                                        
26 Ticking Clocks - Alternative Country-Specific Recommendations to Strengthen Women’s Rights and 
Gender Equality in the Europe 2020 Strategy, European Women’s Lobby, Brussels, 2012 - 
file:///Users/Liam/Downloads/eu2020_alternative_recommendations_electronic_doc_light.pdf  

file:///C:/Users/Liam/Downloads/eu2020_alternative_recommendations_electronic_doc_light.pdf
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Engagement with Structural Funds 

In 2014, EAPN published a toolkit to support their national networks in using the 
European Social Fund in their work to combat poverty27. It provides advice on 
how to influence the content of Operational Programmes for Structural Fund 
Spending in Member States, and how to monitor Operational Programmes and 
Partnership Agreements. 

The toolkit also identifies ‘three major windows of opportunity for you as a 
National Network in this new funding period to push your Managing Authorities to 
get involved and enrich the content of the Operational Programmes so that social 
inclusion/ Poverty reduction assume a more prominent place’. 

The first is the ‘higher profile given to social inclusion and poverty reduction with 
especially the 20% ESF earmarked for social inclusion and poverty reduction’28. 
The second is the ‘strengthened partnership approach29, including the European 
Code of Conduct on Partnership30, which sets out minimum requirements for 
Managing Authorities on how to involve in a meaningful manner relevant 
stakeholders, including NGOs, at all stages’. The third is the ‘extended scope of 
intervention for FEAD (Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived) for social 
inclusion activities31’. 

2.4 Charter of Fundamental Rights 
Article 6 of the Treaty on European Union provides that ‘the Union recognises the 
rights, freedoms and principles set out in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 
European Union of 7 December 2000, as adapted at Strasbourg, on 12 December 

                                                        
27 Toolkit on Structural Funds for Social NGOs – Getting Delivery on the Poverty Target and the Partnership 
Principle in the new Programming Round (2014-2020), European Anti Poverty Network, Brussels, 2014 - 
http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-reports/2014-Toolkit-
StructuralFunds-EN.pdf  
28 Art. 4.2. of the European Social Fund regulation stipulates ‘At least 20 % of the total ESF resources in each 
Member State shall be allocated to the thematic objective "promoting social inclusion, combating poverty 
and any discrimination"’ - Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013. Regulation (EU) No. 1304/2013 of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 17th December 2013 on the European Social Fund and repealing Council 
Regulation (EC) No 1081/2006 - file:///Users/Liam/Downloads/Council%20Reg%20No%201304-
2013%20European%20Social%20Fund.pdf  
29 Art. 5 of the Common Provisions regulation stipulates that ‘For the Partnership Agreement and each 
programme, each Member State shall in accordance with its institutional and legal framework organise a 
partnership with the competent regional and local authorities. The partnership shall also include the 
following partners: (a) competent urban and other public authorities; (b) economic and social partners; and 
(c) relevant bodies representing civil society, including environmental partners, non-governmental 
organisations, and bodies responsible for promoting social inclusion, gender equality and non-
discrimination’ - Regulation (EU) No. 1303/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 
December 2013 - file:///Users/Liam/Downloads/Council%20Reg%20No%201303-
2013%20Common%20Provisions%20General.pdf  
30 Commission Delegated Regulation, European Code of Conduct on Partnership in the framework of the 
European Structural & Investment Funds, 7.01.2014, C (2013) 9651 Final - 
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/pdf/preparation/da_code_conduct_en.pdf  
31 Member States will have the choice between two types of Operational Programme: OP I (if they want to 
use FEAD for food aid or material assistance) or OP II (if they opt for social inclusion activities). OP II is 
more an ESF OP-type with a Monitoring Committee and a description of a strategy to contribute to deliver 
on the poverty reduction target and measures to prevent any overlap with ESF - Regulation (EU) No. 
223/2014 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11th March 2014 on the Fund for European Aid 
to the Most Deprived –  
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2014:072:0001:0041:EN:PDF  

http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-reports/2014-Toolkit-StructuralFunds-EN.pdf
http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-reports/2014-Toolkit-StructuralFunds-EN.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Liam/Downloads/Council%20Reg%20No%201304-2013%20European%20Social%20Fund.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Liam/Downloads/Council%20Reg%20No%201304-2013%20European%20Social%20Fund.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Liam/Downloads/Council%20Reg%20No%201303-2013%20Common%20Provisions%20General.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Liam/Downloads/Council%20Reg%20No%201303-2013%20Common%20Provisions%20General.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/pdf/preparation/da_code_conduct_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2014:072:0001:0041:EN:PDF


 22 

2007, which shall have the same legal value as the Treaties’32. The Treaties clarify 
that this provision does not extend the competencies of the EU.  

The Commission has developed a mainstreamed approach to implementing this 
requirement33, which includes an obligation that the impact assessment process 
that accompanies all Commission proposals give prominence to any effects on 
fundamental rights. The Charter of Fundamental Rights applies primarily to the 
European institutions and ‘concerns in particular the legislative and decision-
making work of the Commission, Parliament and the Council, the legal acts of 
which must be in full conformity with the Charter’. However, ‘Article 51(1) of the 
Charter also stipulates that the Charter applies to the Member States only when 
they are implementing Union law’.  

The Charter of Fundamental Rights34 provides for rights in key areas covered by 
the Europe 2020 strategy. Articles 14 and 15 set out the right to education and 
training, and the right to engage in work respectively. Discrimination is 
prohibited on a wide range of grounds in Article 21. Title III addresses equality 
and makes specific references to equality between women and men, older people 
and people with disability. 

The Charter could serve as a lever for the more effective inclusion of equality and 
non-discrimination in the Europe 2020 strategy and in the European Structural 
and Investment Funds. Though the full scope of its potential remains to be 
explored, the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights has developed a 
range of initiatives in this regard. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                        
32 Consolidated Version of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, Council of the European 
Union, Brussels, 2012, 6655/7/08 Rev 7 –  
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/doc/srv?l=EN&f=ST%206655%202008%20REV%207  
33 Strategy for the Effective Implementation of the Charter of Fundamental Rights by the European Union, 
European Commission, COM(2010) 573/4, Brussels, 2010 - http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0573:FIN:en:PDF  
34 Consolidated Version of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, Council of the European 
Union, Brussels, 2012, 6655/7/08 Rev 7 –  
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/doc/srv?l=EN&f=ST%206655%202008%20REV%207  

http://register.consilium.europa.eu/doc/srv?l=EN&f=ST%206655%202008%20REV%207
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0573:FIN:en:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0573:FIN:en:PDF
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/doc/srv?l=EN&f=ST%206655%202008%20REV%207
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Chapter Three: Engagement of Equality Bodies 

3.1 Introduction 
The level of engagement by equality bodies in both the Europe 2020 strategy and 
the European Structural and Investment Funds is limited. This was initially 
evident based on the 56% response rate to Equinet’s survey, a lower number 
than usual.  Forty-one equality bodies, all members of Equinet, were surveyed 
and 23 from 21 Member States responded35.  

The low level of engagement was further confirmed by the survey data, which 
showed that only six of the 23 equality bodies (26%) reported involvement in 
the preparation, implementation or monitoring of the National Reform 
Programme and only nine (39%) in the preparation, implementation or 
monitoring of the European Structural and Investment Funds. 

There is a link between the level of knowledge within, and the likelihood of 
engagement by equality bodies. Twelve of the 14 bodies that reported no 
involvement in the European Structural and Investment Funds also reported 
insufficient knowledge and understanding of this policy area. Eleven out of the 
17 that reported no involvement in the implementation of the Europe 2020 
strategy reported insufficient knowledge and understanding of this policy area.  

However, it is worth noting that eight equality bodies reported clear knowledge 
and understanding of the Europe 2020 strategy, but no involvement in its 
implementation. The same goes for two equality bodies in relation to the 
European Structural and Investment Funds. Clearly there are other issues at play. 

The low survey response rate does not allow for an estimation of the scale of 
particular barriers to the engagement of equality bodies in the Europe 2020 
strategy and in the European Structural and Investment Funds. However, the 
responses do enable the identification of three types of barriers, which will have 
to be addressed if there is to be a greater engagement by equality bodies.  

The first type of barrier relates to a lack of openness on the part of Member State 
authorities to engagement by equality bodies. Eleven equality bodies reported 
that they had not been invited to engage in the structures established or the 
policy-making activities in relation to the Europe 2020 strategy and the 
European Structural and Investment Funds. Some indicated that they were not 
seen as partners by the national authorities in these fields. Others suggested that 
national authorities did not see the link between equality and these fields. Others 
also indicated that they were not accorded sufficient standing in the minds of the 
national authorities. 

There is pressure for this situation to change with regard to the European 
Structural and Investment Funds, particularly given the requirements to include 
equality bodies under the regulations now governing the Funds36. The openness 

                                                        
35 Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, Estonia, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, 
Luxembourg, Malta(2), Northern Ireland, Portugal (2), Serbia, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Sweden. 
36 Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 
laying down common provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, 
the Cohesion Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and the European Maritime and 
Fisheries Fund and laying down general provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the 
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of national authorities to equality body involvement needs to be encouraged and 
enhanced. There must also be some onus on equality bodies to be proactive in 
this area and actively seek inclusion in the structures responsible for planning 
and monitoring policies and programmes in these two fields. 

The second type of barrier has to do with resources. Ten equality bodies 
reported that they have not been able to get involved in these policy areas 
because of limited human and financial resources. This issue has to do in 
particular with the lack of staff necessary for sustained involvement in these 
fields. Equinet’s experience of studying the challenges facing equality bodies 
indicates that this barrier is likely to be even more widespread than reported in 
this survey37. However, it is not clear that any work has been done to weigh the 
costs against the gains of this type of engagement, nor to measure the level of 
human or financial resource investment that would be required to trigger any 
gains. It is possible that gains could be made from low levels of investment. 

The third type of barrier relates to mandates and their interpretation. Six 
equality bodies reported that work on these policy areas does not fall within 
their mandate. This issue is immediately evident for purely tribunal type equality 
bodies but is less so for promotion type equality bodies or those that mix these 
two sets of functions. It is not clear why these bodies would decide that these 
policy areas do not fall within their mandate. One interesting suggestion that 
emerged from the responses was that they needed to be challenged and 
supported to move beyond a purely service provision type role. 

The diversity of equality bodies is relevant to their engagement in the Europe 
2020 strategy and the European Structural and Investment Funds. The purely 
tribunal type equality bodies are less likely to be engaged in these fields. It would 
appear that those with a mandate associated with gender, and to a lesser extent 
with disability, are more likely to be included in the structures and policy-
making activities related to these fields. This reflects some hierarchy within the 
grounds. Equality bodies in new Member States or States in the midst of their EU 
application process appear likely to find engagement more difficult, as the 
structures and policy-making in these fields are still not fully developed.  

3.2 Rationale for Engagement 
A clear and shared rationale for engagement in the Europe 2020 strategy and the 
European Structural and Investment Funds is evident from the equality bodies 
that reported their engagement in these fields. 

Their rationale is based on the commitment to inclusive growth in the Europe 
2020 strategy. Inclusive growth needs to be based on the elimination of 
discrimination, adjustments for diversity and the achievement of equality if it is 
to become a reality. It is clear that the employment targets of the Europe 2020 
strategy will not be met in a context of discrimination and inequality in the 
labour market.  Finally, there is an understanding that economic growth and a 

                                                                                                                                                               
European Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund and repealing 
Council Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006 –  
file:///Users/Liam/Downloads/RegulationEUNooftheEuropeanParliamentandoftheCouncil.pdf  
37 Equality Bodies Current Challenges, An Equinet Perspective, Brussels, 2012 - 
http://www.equineteurope.org/IMG/pdf/Current_Challenges_Perspective_MERGED_-_EN.pdf  

file:///C:/Users/Liam/Downloads/RegulationEUNooftheEuropeanParliamentandoftheCouncil.pdf
http://www.equineteurope.org/IMG/pdf/Current_Challenges_Perspective_MERGED_-_EN.pdf
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sustainable society can only be realised as part of a commitment to achieving 
equality. 

The rationale for engagement, from the national authority perspective, could 
start from an acknowledgement of the contribution that is already being made 
by equality bodies across Europe. Equality bodies can also bring the knowledge 
and expertise gained from their implementation of equal treatment legislation 
into the structures and policy-making for the Europe 2020 strategy and the 
European Structural and Investment Funds at Member State level. These 
contributions and this potential were clearly laid out in the survey responses. 

The primary contribution already being made by equality bodies towards 
achieving the strategy targets lies in their casework under equal treatment 
legislation. Casework involves either investigating incidents of discrimination or 
providing legal advice and support to people who have experienced 
discrimination on the grounds covered by equal treatment legislation. This work 
is key to building a culture of compliance, in particular among employers, and 
eliminating discrimination as a barrier to employment. Equality bodies also 
reported casework in the field of education and training, which has the potential 
to reduce discrimination in these important fields. A lower level of casework was 
reported in the field of social protection, however this also contributes to 
inclusive growth. 

The provision of guidance to employers, educational establishments and 
providers of training and active labour market measures is another important 
contribution of the equality bodies. This guidance can enable key actors in their 
efforts to achieve the Europe 2020 targets by developing a practice that prevents 
discrimination, makes adjustment for diversity and advances equality. It can also 
support new levels of employability among groups currently excluded from the 
labour market. 

The survey responses also highlighted equality bodies’ involvement in providing 
equality and diversity training, supporting gender and wider equality 
mainstreaming in policy-making and policy-implementation, developing 
standards for equality and diversity practices and establishing awards for those 
who meet these standards, creating databases of good practices already in place 
in Member States, and creating and disseminating models and guides for good 
equality and diversity practices. Two equality bodies mentioned the particular 
value of proactive requirements, to promote equality in equal treatment 
legislation, on employers and providers of education and training . 

Research and survey work by equality bodies has  provided a base of evidence 
on the situation and experience of the groups covered by equal treatment 
legislation in the labour market, particularly during a period of economic crisis. 
It has deepened an understanding of the barriers they face. While employment 
and the labour market have been a key focus of this work, significant studies 
have also been conducted specifically into the fields of education and training. 
The field of social protection seems to get the least amount of attention in this 
regard. 

Equality bodies reported making policy recommendations based on their work 
but expressed concern about whether or not national authorities are willing to 
act on them. 
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3.3 Means of Engagement 
Four equality bodies38 reported engaging with the National Reform Programme 
process and the processes around the European Structural and Investment 
Funds at Member State level. Another two reported engaging only with the 
National Reform Programme39, while another five engaged only with the 
European Structural and Investment Funds40. 

Engagement by the six equality bodies with the National Reform Programme is 
limited. None reported being included in the formal structures established at 
Member State level to plan and manage the Programmes. Three reported being 
consulted on some of the content for the National Reform Programme. One 
reported participating in a preparatory meeting for the evaluation of a National 
Reform Programme, while another submitted information on its activities for 
inclusion into the National Reform Programme. Finally, one reported advocating 
for an equality and non-discrimination focus in key strategic documents and 
developing alliances with NGOs to support this. 

The engagement of nine equality bodies with the European Structural and 
Investment Funds appears more robust but is still limited. Four reported being 
members of monitoring committees established in various areas of investment 
for the Funds, while a fifth reported participating in a related inter-ministerial 
structure. This involvement appears to be tied to European Social Fund 
interventions. One of the equality bodies developed an initiative to support 
equality mainstreaming by public bodies implementing European Social Fund 
interventions. Another was involved in the committee for the Rights, Equality 
and Citizenship Programme at Member State level.  

Two equality bodies were consulted in the planning stages of particular areas of 
investment of the Funds. Another participated in public consultation events, put 
forward proposals for the partnership agreement and the operational program, 
and encouraged national authorities to implement gender mainstreaming. 
Another equality body provided training on gender mainstreaming to public 
officials involved in preparing the operational programmes, while another  
planned to provide training to officers managing the Funds 

The equality bodies engaged in these fields, in particular with the European 
Structural and Investment Funds, aim to ensure that equality and non-
discrimination standards are met. However, this presupposes the establishment 
of such standards. The regulations governing the funds play an important role in 
this regard.  

There is no equivalent setting of standards on equality and non-discrimination in 
the Europe 2020 strategy. In the absence of such standards there is a danger that 
any engagement by equality bodies will be limited to a focus on non-
discrimination and ensuring compliance with equal treatment legislation. A 
number of equality bodies identified the absence of an explicit focus on equality, 
non-discrimination, gender and disability in the Europe 2020 strategy as a 
barrier to their engagement. 

                                                        
38 Belgium, Bulgaria and Malta (2). 
39 Italy and Slovenia. 
40 Estonia, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Portugal and Sweden. 
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The agenda brought forward to cover these policy areas was described in more 
general terms by some equality bodies. Their role was seen as ensuring that the 
principles of human rights and equal treatment are respected. One equality body 
set out to ensure policy and programmes in these fields promote equality for, 
combat discrimination against and accommodate the diverse needs of groups 
experiencing inequality. Some equality bodies sought to focus specifically on the 
inclusion of a gender dimension and the practice of gender mainstreaming. 
Others sought to support equality mainstreaming. These agendas need to 
combine a focus on eliminating discrimination and achieving equality if policy 
gains are to be secured and policy targets realised. 

3.4 Examples of Engagement 
There is evidence of some innovation in the approaches developed by equality 
bodies, particularly in their engagement with the European Structural and 
Investment Funds. This innovation includes opening up a new point of 
engagement with these policy areas, beyond those described in the previous 
chapter, which have been developed by NGOs. This point of engagement is 
focused on building capacity to promote equality and combat discrimination 
among the public bodies and public officials involved in these policy areas. 

The following provides some insight into the work being done by equality bodies 
to engage with these policy areas: 

1. The Institute for Equality between Women and Men in Belgium seeks to 
be involved in the drafting of the Belgian National Reform Programme. 
Currently the Institute assists in the discussion about the National Reform 
Programme in preparation for the Employment Committee (EMCO) 
meeting. This preparatory meeting provides an opportunity to influence 
the Belgian representative to EMCO and to meet with the representative 
of the Belgian Minister who participates in the Employment, Social Policy, 
Health and Consumer Affairs (EPSCO) council. 

2. Equality legislation in Northern Ireland requires that public authorities  
take into account the need to promote equality of opportunity for specific 
equality groups in policy-making, and provides an important exemplar of 
relevance to both the implementation of Europe 2020 and the European 
Structural and Investment Funds. 
The Equality Commission for Northern Ireland has been represented on 
the Monitoring Committees for the Structural Funds since the 
establishment of the body. This is through appointment by Minister for 
Finance and Personnel of successive Deputy Chief Commissioners and 
senior staff members.  A senior staff member is currently involved in the 
planning for the European Structural and Investment Funds through 
participation on the Consultative Partnership Group: Investing for Growth 
and Jobs. This gives an opportunity for the Commission to provide input, 
ideas and information to ensure that employability strategies for 
disadvantaged groups include groups protected by the equality legislation.  

3. The Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner in Estonia 
organised, on its own initiative, training events on gender mainstreaming 
for public officials involved in drawing up the programs of European 
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Structural and Investment Funds. The trainings have been well received 
and valued by the public servants of the ministries.  
The Commissioner is also implementing a pilot project within the 
Ministry of Social Affairs to test gender mainstreaming and gender impact 
assessment methods. The results of the pilot project will be used to 
illustrate the benefits and the rationale for gender responsive planning 
and gender impact assessment.  

4. The former Equality Authority in Ireland established an Equality 
Mainstreaming Unit with funding from the European Social Fund-
supported Human Capital Investment Operational Programme of 2007-
2013. The work of the unit is planned to continue and develop through  
the next round of European Structural and Investment Funds 2014-2020. 
The case for this Unit is rooted in articles in the Regulations for the 
European Social Funds that require Member States to promote equal 
opportunities for all without discrimination. 
This Unit supported the development of equality competence within the 
education, training, and higher education sectors as well as other public 
sector bodies involved in European Social Fund-funded programmes, 
employers and trade unions. It supports  institutional change that better 
enables these organisations to prevent discrimination, adjust for diversity 
and advance equality in their work.  
It works on all discrimination grounds along four strands of activity: 

a. Support packages for providers of vocational education and 
training and active labour market programmes. 

b. Consultancy support for small and medium enterprises. 
c. Support packages for trade union and employer networks. 
d. Research to support the knowledge base related to the groups. 

The work is seen to have enhanced equality competency at the delivery 
end of funded measures. In the next round of European Structural and 
Investment Funds, the Mainstreaming Unit will provide: 

a.  An advisory, training and information service on issues relating to 
equality mainstreaming in the preparation, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation of the Operational Programme.  

b. Guidance on performance measures and operational standards to 
assist providers of measures in auditing their policies, practices 
and processes from an equality, diversity and non-discrimination 
perspective.  

c. Direct Equality supports to workplaces. 
d. Commission and develop research and resource materials 

including an annual conference on equality mainstreaming. 
5. The National Commission for the Promotion of Equality (NCPE) in Malta 

participated in information sessions that were organised by the Managing 
Authority on calls for new project proposals financed by the European 
Structural and Investment Funds. This was done to disseminate 
information on equality mainstreaming in the management and 
implementation of the Funds. 
The NCPE, as part of its core functions, provides training to officers 
managing, monitoring and controlling the programmes funded under the 
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European Structural and Investment Funds. The aim of this training is to 
ensure that officers are knowledgeable about and understand their role 
with regard to gender and wider equality mainstreaming, and know who 
to contact should they need support on the issue. 
The impact of this work can be seen in the more proactive engagement 
from beneficiaries of the Funds with NCPE and the support it can provide. 
The work addresses all areas that fall within the purview of the NCPE. 
The National Commission for Persons With Disability (KNPD) in Malta is a 
consultant to the Malta Environment and Planning Authority on physical 
accessibility issues. When organisations apply for funds through the 
European Regional Development Fund, KNPD provides advice on physical 
accessibility to the premises or buildings that the organisation is applying 
for Funds for. The organisation must comply with KNPD advice if permits 
are to be granted and funds received. The KNPD is often invited by the 
national body in Malta in charge of the Funds to give presentations about 
the importance of physical accessibility as well as providing accessible 
material within European Social Fund measures.  

6. The Equality and Human Rights Commission in Britain provided input to 
the initial consultation on the Europe 2020 strategy in 200941. It sought 
the incorporation of equality and human rights into the strategy by 
adopting a human rights-based perspective. Recommendations included: 
action to measure and target progress with population groups who are 
particularly at risk of experiencing inequalities; the establishment of 
headline targets for equality as part of the structural indicators for the 
strategy; ensuring that the equal treatment Directives are fully applied 
and respected; equality mainstreaming throughout all aspects of the 
strategy, and making full use of positive action tools to target 
underrepresented groups. 

3.5 Conclusion 
There is an appetite among equality bodies for greater engagement with the 
European Structural and Investment Funds, and particularly with the Europe 
2020 strategy.  

Nine equality bodies reported that they intend to engage with the mid-term 
review process of the Europe 2020 strategy. Sixteen reported that they see 
themselves as engaging with the implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy. 
This marks a significant increase from the six currently engaged. 

Thirteen equality bodies reported that they see themselves engaging with the 
European Structural and Investment Funds at Member State level in the future. 
This also marks an increase from the nine currently  engaged. 

The equality bodies that have engaged with the European Structural and 
Investment Funds in particular have opened up a new and unique point of 
engagement that reflects their particular standing and mandate. It is focused on 
building the capacity of public bodies and public officials to address issues of 

                                                        
41 EHRC Response to the European Commission consultation on the future ‘EU 2020’ Strategy - 
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/legal-and-policy/at-the-commission/european-policy/eu-2020-
strategy  

http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/legal-and-policy/at-the-commission/european-policy/eu-2020-strategy
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/legal-and-policy/at-the-commission/european-policy/eu-2020-strategy
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equality, diversity and non-discrimination, and implement equality 
mainstreaming in policy-making and policy-implementation. 

Equality bodies reported the need for change in these policy fields, and in 
particular within the Europe 2020 strategy. The changes sought relate to both 
the content of existing European level policy and the implementation of this 
policy at Member State level. 

It is important for national authorities to take, and give expression to, a greater 
ownership of the equality agenda. There needs to be a deeper commitment to 
equality and the equality mainstreaming processes within the Europe 2020 
strategy and the planning and implementation of European Structural and 
Investment Fund resourced activities.  

In this regard, it would be valuable to enact positive duties within equal 
treatment legislation for public authorities working on these policy areas to have 
due regard to equality and non-discrimination in fulfilling their functions. 
Training for public officials is important, in enabling them to promote equality 
and combat discrimination in their work of policy making and policy 
implementation. The investment of resources, in particular of staff, by the 
national authorities, is key to effective mainstreaming. 

National authorities are encouraged to welcome the formal involvement of 
equality bodies in the structures established to plan, implement, monitor and 
evaluate policies and programmes in these two fields. This requires proactive 
steps around the National Reform Programme as well as to implement 
requirements under the regulations now governing the European Structural and 
Investment Funds. These requirements could be extended to the Europe 2020 
strategy. The inclusion of equality bodies needs to be accompanied by a 
willingness to include and implement their recommendations. 

At a European level the Europe 2020 targets and flagship initiatives need to 
include a more specific and explicit focus on non-discrimination and equality 
issues across gender, sexual orientation, disability, racial or ethnic origin, age, 
and religion or belief. This focus would in effect acknowledge how current 
economic policy can perpetuate inequality, and how greater equality could allow 
the EU to emerge from the current crisis and meet the targets set in Europe 2020.  

This focus would require more explicit mention of equality and non-
discrimination and the six grounds covered by the equal treatment Directives in 
the Europe 2020 strategy. It would also require the mainstreaming of equality 
and non-discrimination into all elements of the strategy, and the targeting of the 
groups, covered by equal treatment legislation, that experience inequality and 
discrimination. The goals for the strategy can be better met through advancing 
equality and non-discrimination at Member State level. Hierarchies would be 
avoided and the strategy would be more overtly aligned with national and 
European equality policies as well as with the mandate of the equality bodies. 

Approaches developed within the European Structural and Investment Funds 
could provide some guidance on how best to develop a more explicit focus on 
equality and non-discrimination in the Europe 2020 strategy. It would be 
particularly useful to replicate the regulations requiring the mainstreaming of 
gender equality and non-discrimination concerns, and the formal involvement of 
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equality bodies. However, even within the structures for the Funds at Member 
State level, steps are required to secure the implementation of the regulations. 

The Commission should promote and support the involvement of equality bodies 
in the National Reform Programme processes at Member State level and in the 
development of Country-Specific Recommendations at European level. This 
could be enabled by including a focus on building the partnership for Europe 
2020 at Member State level, in the guidance provided to Member States. An 
ongoing and more systemic flow of information on the Europe 2020 strategy 
would also help with the participation of equality bodies and others. 

Equality bodies see a role for Equinet in supporting their planned involvement 
with the Europe 2020 strategy and the European Structural and Investment 
Funds. This role would involve Equinet engaging in a dialogue with the 
Commission about the future of the strategy and the manner in which it is being 
implemented at Member State level. It would also include creating opportunities 
to share knowledge, experiences and good practices between equality bodies, as 
well as hosting information and training events and conducting studies and 
surveys related to the Europe 2020 strategy. Finally, Equinet could work to 
encourage equality bodies in a broad interpretation of their mandates. 
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Chapter Four: Future Perspectives 

4.1 Points of Engagement 
The focus on inclusive growth within the Europe 2020 strategy underpins the 
value of including the expertise, experience and contribution of equality bodies 
in this policy field. The establishment of ambitious targets in employment, 
education, and combating poverty reinforces the argument for including equality 
bodies, given the need to eliminate discrimination if these targets are to be met. 

The contribution already being made by equality bodies to the Europe 2020 
strategy is evidence of the value in more explicitly linking their work to the 
processes shaping the implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy at Member 
State level. Their contribution is being made through casework that challenges 
discrimination, promotional work that supports good practice and institutional 
change by key stakeholders involved in implementing the strategy, and 
knowledge development initiatives that establish evidence on how the strategy 
might impact on groups covered by equal treatment legislation. 

The key point of entry for equality bodies to contribute to the Europe 2020 
strategy would be membership of the formal structures established to plan, 
implement, monitor and evaluate the National Reform Programmes. This would 
be underpinned by the membership, as is currently required by the regulations, 
of equality bodies of the monitoring committees established for the 
implementation of programmes availing of European Structural and Investment 
Funds. This formal engagement could be further enriched through the inclusion 
of equality bodies in less formal consultation processes also used in relation to 
these policy fields. 

The further development of equality/non-discrimination mainstreaming, 
including gender mainstreaming, at European and Member State level would 
provide another valuable mechanism for including equality bodies in the Europe 
2020 strategy and the European Structural and Investment Funds. The current 
work of the Anti-Discrimination Unit of DG Justice and the regulations that now 
govern the European Structural and Investment Funds could open up this 
mainstreaming approach over the coming years. Work has been done on the 
methodologies that could be implemented for effective equality/non-
discrimination mainstreaming42. Equality bodies have a central role to play in 
supporting the design, implementation of and capacity for equality/non-
discrimination mainstreaming. 

Four points of engagement have been identified by European level civil society 
organisations, which could be relevant to the work of equality bodies. The first 
and clearest point of engagement is to contribute to the preparation and content 
of the National Reform Programme that is required in each Member State. The 
second point of engagement is in the structures established to monitor the 
application of the European Structural and Investment Funds in the Member 

                                                        
42 Compendium of Practice on Equality/Non-Discrimination Mainstreaming, European Commission, DG 
Justice, 2011 –  
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/files/compendium_mainstreaming_equality_en.pdf  

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/files/compendium_mainstreaming_equality_en.pdf
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State and thus avail of the opportunity created by the new regulations governing 
these Funds. 

Equality bodies could also engage with the process around the Country-Specific 
Recommendations produced by the Commission and Council each year. In this 
third point of engagement, they could develop suggestions on what issues these 
recommendations should cover from a non-discrimination and equality 
perspective. They could assess the recommendations and their implementation 
for their effect on non-discrimination and equality.  

Equality bodies could also seek to engage with the Annual Growth Survey. 
However this fourth point of engagement might most effectively be realised at 
European level. They could contribute to a perspective produced by Equinet that 
could be submitted to the process of preparing the Annual Growth Survey. 

Equality bodies have established another particular point of engagement, which 
is to build the capacity of public bodies and public officials to promote equality, 
combat discrimination and make adjustments for diversity, and to implement 
equality mainstreaming in policy-making and policy-implementation. This could 
be more broadly implemented across the Member States. 

The Charter of Fundamental Rights offers a particular but untested additional 
point of engagement for equality bodies. It addresses rights in the areas of 
employment, education and training that have direct relevance to the Europe 
2020 strategy and the European Structural and Investment Funds. It includes 
broad provisions for the prohibition of discrimination. This could serve as a lever 
for change to be applied by equality bodies in relation to this policy field. 

4.2 Equality Bodies 
A number of equality bodies plan to deepen their engagement with both the 
Europe 2020 strategy and the European Structural and Investment Funds at 
Member State level. 

They would need to develop a clear agenda and set of policy positions to inform 
their involvement. This agenda would maximise their contribution, enable close 
management of the time and resources they put into this work, and enhance its 
impact. Equality bodies could be proactive in their engagement rather than 
merely reacting to positions of, or material developed by, others. 

Equality bodies could reflect on the contribution they are already making to the 
Europe 2020 strategy and its implementation at Member State level. They could 
develop insights, learning, analysis and policy positions from this work that 
would inform the preparation, implementation and review of the National 
Reform Programmes. This would help establish the agenda for their engagement 
with both the Europe 2020 strategy and the European Structural and Investment 
Funds. 

Equality bodies should be members of, and active participants in, the formal 
structures established in relation to the National Reform Programme and the 
programmes for the European Structural and Investment Funds. They could 
identify the relevant structures, establish their case for inclusion, and approach 
the relevant authorities to secure this position. 
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Equality and non-discrimination mainstreaming could be introduced into the 
planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of National Reform 
Programmes. Equality bodies could champion the development of these 
processes. They could devise and pilot models for equality and non-
discrimination mainstreaming that could be deployed as part of the National 
Reform Programme They could support the capacity of the relevant public 
officials to implement this mainstreaming.  

These policy areas can be complex and daunting in the early stages. It would be 
useful for equality bodies to network with each other, when seeking to engage 
with the Europe 2020 strategy and the European Structural and Investment 
Funds. This would support the development of policy agendas developed by 
equality bodies for these two policy fields. These agendas would advance their 
mandate and would enable National Reform Programmes and programmes for 
the investment of European Structural and Investment Funds to operate and 
have a more effective impact by preventing discrimination, adjusting for 
diversity and advancing equality. 

This networking could be bilateral or multilateral. It would allow for an exchange 
of knowledge on different approaches and agendas., while enabling problems 
and barriers experienced by equality bodies engaging in these policy fields to be 
jointly solved.  

In the longer term, equality bodies need to develop their capacity to engage with 
the process of making and implementing Country-Specific Recommendations for 
their Member State. This could involve reviewing the National Reform 
Programme for its impact on equality, diversity and non-discrimination with a 
focus on the groups that are covered by their mandate. Their review could 
inform recommendations to their Member State.  

It could also involve equality bodies in the review of Country-Specific 
Recommendations, made by the Commission and Council to their Member State. 
This review would support the identification of the potential of the 
Recommendations made to advance equality, diversity and non-discrimination, 
and establish how best this potential could be realised. 

4.3 Equinet 
Equinet is well placed to support the engagement of equality bodies with the 
Europe 2020 strategy and the European Structural and Investment Funds. The 
development and publication of this discussion paper provides a valuable 
foundation from which Equinet could further develop its support and the 
evolution of its work in these fields.  

The discussion paper could be used as a resource to develop a seminar for 
equality bodies on the Europe 2020 strategy. This seminar would inform them 
and enable their access to necessary knowledge on the strategy itself and on the 
different ways to engage with it. It would build the capacity of equality bodies to 
pursue effective approaches to their engagement with the National Reform 
Programme and the monitoring structures for the European Structural and 
Investment Funds. 
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Equinet could support joint work by and networking among equality bodies 
interested in or engaging with the Europe 2020 strategy. This would allow them 
to share information and experiences to better facilitate their engagement. At a 
relevant moment, this networking could involve the development of a toolkit to 
support a further set of equality bodies to engage with these policy fields based 
on the experience within the cluster. 

Equinet could develop a flow of communication around the Europe 2020 
strategy, developments throughout the European Semester, and the activities of 
equality bodies in these areas, in order to  support the engagement of equality 
bodies. It would also communicate their work to a wider group of stakeholders 
and garner support and solidarity for this work. 

Equinet serves as a platform for dialogue between the European institutions and 
equality bodies. This dialogue is informed by the knowledge base stemming from 
the work of equality bodies and could include a focus on the Europe 2020 
strategy and the European Structural and Investment Funds. 

Equinet could use this discussion paper to provide input to the current review of 
the Europe 2020 strategy, addressing both the content of the strategy and the 
manner in which it is implemented. It could seek a greater focus on equality and 
diversity in the strategy and a more inclusive approach to its implementation at 
Member State level. 

Equinet could make a further contribution by exploring the potential of the 
Charter on Fundamental Rights to serve as a lever in the engagement of equality 
bodies with the Europe 2020 strategy.  

The equality and non-discrimination mainstreaming project developed by the 
Anti-Discrimination Unit of DG Justice holds valuable potential for developing 
mainstreaming within all elements of the strategy, and increasing the visibility of 
equality and diversity among those implementing the strategy at European level. 
Equinet could engage with this project and support the inclusion of a focus on 
the actual and potential contribution of equality bodies to the Europe 2020 
strategy, and to equality and non-discrimination mainstreaming. 

Equinet could continue to advance the lessons stemming from the work of 
equality bodies that are relevant to the Europe 2020 strategy and to the 
underpinning role for the European Structural and Investment Funds, in its 
ongoing dialogue with the European institutions. This would deepen and develop 
Equinet’s contribution to policy formation in this area. It could eventually 
include a particular focus on the Annual Growth Survey and the development of 
Country-Specific Recommendations. 

4.4 Policy Makers 

National Authorities 

National authorities could identify equality, diversity and non-discrimination as 
core values within, and equality bodies as a resource to assist with, the 
implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy and the deployment of the 
European Structural and Investment Funds. 
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National authorities could invite equality bodies to participate in the structures 
established for their National Reform Programme and for monitoring their use of 
the European Structural and Investment Funds. They would need to ensure that 
the equality bodies have adequate resources to fully contribute to these 
structures. 

National authorities could develop equality and non-discrimination 
mainstreaming practices within the planning, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation of their National Reform Programme. They could accord a support 
and capacity building role to equality bodies to enable mainstreaming to be 
implemented to an effective standard. 

European Institutions 

The European institutions, and in particular the Commission, could champion a 
focus on equality, diversity and non-discrimination in the Europe 2020 strategy 
and the inclusion of equality stakeholders, including equality bodies, in its 
implementation. 

The current review of the Europe 2020 strategy could deepen its commitment to 
gender equality and expand it to include all non-discrimination grounds, in 
particular gender, gender identity, age, disability, racial or ethnic origin, religion 
or belief and sexual orientation. Inclusive growth could be defined in terms that 
include the achievement of full equality in practice across all these 
discrimination grounds.  

The commitment to equality and non-discrimination could involve developing a 
dual strategy of mainstreaming and targeting groups experiencing inequality.  

Achieving equality and eliminating discrimination could be established as a 
horizontal goal to be advanced through the Annual Growth Survey and through 
all targets set, flagship initiatives established, guidelines published, and Country-
Specific Recommendations made.  

Each target set in the fields of employment, education and combating poverty 
would include sub-targets that specifically relate to groups experiencing 
inequality across all the discrimination grounds. Flagship initiatives and 
associated structures for cooperation between Member States, to advance 
employment, improve education and training systems, and combat poverty 
would include specific commitments to groups experiencing inequality in these 
policy fields across all the discrimination grounds. 

A specific goal with associated targets could be established in relation to 
achieving equality and enabling the social and economic participation of 
members of groups experiencing inequality and discrimination. This could build 
on and expand the recommendation of the Council to provide for a pillar on 
gender equality within the Europe 2020 strategy43. 

The social and economic participation by groups experiencing inequality would 
be understood as being central to achieving the objectives of smart, sustainable 

                                                        
43 Council conclusions on Women and the economy: Economic independence from the perspective of part-
time work and self-employment, Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council Meeting, 
Luxembourg, 19 June 2014, Council of the European Union –  
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/143269.pdf  

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/143269.pdf
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and inclusive growth. Specific targets would be set to secure participation in 
priority policy areas for women; trans people; older people and young people; 
Black and minority ethnic people including Roma and Travellers; people with 
disabilities, lesbian, bisexual and gay people; and people from minority religions 
or beliefs. A flagship initiative around the theme of ‘Participation by All’ would be 
established to develop cooperation between the Member States in achieving 
these targets. 

Steps could be taken to ensure Country-Specific Recommendations include a 
better balance of focus beyond economic governance with the inclusion of a 
focus on equality and non-discrimination issues. The Annual Growth Survey 
could include and track an additional policy priority to achieve equality across all 
discrimination grounds. The Guidelines established for National Reform 
Programmes could reflect the dual strategy of mainstreaming and targeting in 
including a focus on equality and non-discrimination in economic and 
employment policy.  

These Guidelines could also focus on participation in, and broadening ownership 
of, the National Reform Programme process. This would include requiring the 
participation of equality bodies in the structures for planning, implementing, 
monitoring and evaluation National Reform Programmes. 

With regards to the European Structural and Investment Funds, the Commission 
could continue to track and take action on, where necessary, the mainstreaming 
of equality and non-discrimination, and the requirement to include equality 
bodies in planning for, investing and monitoring the Funds at Member State level.  

The new Rights, Equality and Citizenship funding programme could include 
funding for projects enabling and testing out the engagement of equality bodies 
in the National Reform Programme processes at Member State level. Member 
State projects could be supported to develop and pilot new approaches to 
equality and non-discrimination mainstreaming within the planning, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the National Reform Programme. 
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Annex One: Survey Questions 

1.  Equality Body 
1.1  Name of Equality Body: 

1.2  Name of and Contact for Person Completing the Survey: 

2.  Knowledge 
2.1  Do you consider your equality body has clear knowledge and 

understanding of the Europe 2020 strategy and its operation in your 
country? 

2.2  If not, why not? 

2.3  Do you consider your equality body has clear knowledge and 
understanding of the European Structural and Investment Funds and 
their operation in your country? 

2.4  If not, why not? 

3.  Engagement 
3.1  Has your equality body been involved in the preparation, implementation 

or monitoring of the National Reform Programme in your country? If so, 
please specify the type of involvement: 

3.2  If not, why not? 

3.3  Has your equality body been involved in the planning, implementation or 
monitoring of the European Structural and Investment Funds in your 
country? If so, please specify the type of involvement: 

3.4  If not, why not? 

4.  Contribution 
4.1  Do you consider that the work of your equality body makes a contribution 

towards achieving the Europe 2020 targets in your country? If so, please 
specify the type of contribution and give some indication of the scale and 
impact of this: 

4.2  Has your equality body: 

 Been involved in casework that contributes to labour market 
participation or labour market reform or that contributes to access to 
education, social protection or lifelong learning? If so, please give 
some short detail: 

 Supported good practice by agencies with responsibilities for active 
labour market programmes, education, social protection or lifelong 
learning? If so, please give some short detail: 

 Conducted or commissioned research that contributes to analysis, 
understanding and content of policy and practice in the fields of 
labour market participation, education, and social inclusion? If so, 
please give some short detail: 
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 Contributed to, or made recommendations in relation to, policy and 
practice in the fields of labour market policy, education policy, social 
protection policy, or lifelong learning policy? If so, please give some 
short detail: 

4.2  What would need to change to enable a contribution from your equality 
body to achieving the Europe 2020 targets or to enhance the contribution 
that you are making? 

5.  Mid-Term Review 
5.1  Will your equality body make a contribution to the review of the Europe 

2020 Strategy currently being conducted by the European Commission? 

5.2  If not, why not?  

5.3  What, in your opinion, needs to change in the Europe 2020 strategy to 
better enable it to contribute to inclusive growth? 

6.  Future Perspectives 
6.1  Does your equality body intend to engage in the future with the Europe 

2020 Strategy and its implementation in your country? 

6.2  If not, why not? 

6.3  Does your equality body intend to engage in the future with the European 
Structural and Investment Funds in your country? 

6.4  If not, why not? 

6.5  What supports could be made available at national level to stimulate and 
enable your engagement with the Europe 2020 Strategy and/or the 
European Structural and Investment Funds in your country? 

6.6  What supports could Equinet develop to stimulate and enable your 
engagement with the Europe 2020 Strategy and/or the European 
Structural and Investment Funds in your country? 
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