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Introduction 

Social Justice Ireland welcomes the invitation to discuss the National Reform Programme and the 

European Semester Process with the Joint Oireachtas committee on European Union Affairs. 

The Europe 2020 Strategy was designed to develop a more balanced and sustainable approach for 

the future. It was adopted in 2010. While not without its critics, the Strategy is seen as a significant 

development in social policy within the EU. In particular, its inclusion of targets aimed at increasing 

employment, improving education and reducing poverty and social exclusion are considered 

potentially significant because they highlight the importance of social policy goals to a vision for 

Europe’s future well-being.   

Social Justice Ireland has engaged with the Europe 2020 process since 2010 and with European 

Semester Process since 2013, when Ireland emerged from the bailout process.  As part of our 

ongoing European policy engagement we publish an annual assessment of Ireland’s National Reform 

Programme and a detailed European Research Series report looking at the European Union as a 

whole, and in particular at social and economic trends.  We welcome the European Semester 

Process as an opportunity for engagement with the European Commission.    

 

Ireland’s National Reform Programme 

Social Justice Ireland has published a review of Ireland’s progress in relation to the Europe 2020 

targets adopted under the National Reform Programme every year since 2011.  These reports cover 

three of the five headline targets established in the Europe 2020 Strategy and addressed in the Irish 

National Reform Programme, namely, employment, education and ‘poverty and social exclusion’.   

A partnership approach to the development of National Reform Programmes is envisaged in the 

Europe 2020 Strategy, involving a range of stakeholders, including those from civil society. The 

reports, therefore, also address the issue of governance relating to the consultation process on the 

framing and development of the Irish National Reform Programme. Suggestions are made on how 

that process may be improved. 

The findings of our most recent report include that the policies pursued over many years are 

resulting in the ongoing exclusion of people who already find themselves on the margins of society 

and in many cases pushing Ireland further away from reaching many of its national targets under the 

Europe 2020 Strategy. This is of major concern to Social Justice Ireland. It also runs counter to the 

aim of inclusive growth which is central to the Europe 2020 Strategy. 
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Implicit in the approach taken in the Europe 2020 Strategy is that economic development, social 

development and environmental protection are complementary and interdependent – three sides of 

the same reality. Overall, current trends in Irish public policy are running counter to the promotion 

of ‘inclusive growth,’ which is one of the three key priorities which underlie the Europe 2020 

Strategy.   

Inclusive growth is not just about fostering a high-employment economy, it also aims to deliver 

social cohesion – it is integral to the Europe 2020 strategy and needs to be integral to the response 

of the Irish Government. 

Ireland and the Europe 2020 Strategy – some key findings  

As outlined earlier, Social Justice Ireland publishes an annual review of Ireland’s National Reform 

Programme and progress on the social inclusion aspects of the Europe 2020 Strategy.  The areas that 

we examine in the report are employment, education and ‘poverty and social exclusion’.  Below are 

some of the key findings from our latest report and some recommendations. 

Employment 

In the opinion of Social Justice Ireland, greater efforts are necessary to achieve the national target, 

and the resources allocated are not sufficient to address the current unemployment problem in 

Ireland. This risks, in particular, leaving large numbers of long-term unemployed people, and people 

with low levels of skills and literacy, behind as the economy recovers.    

Specific National Reform Programme recommendations include: 

 We recommend a more ambitious national target relative to employment as well as a range 

of more ambitious measures aimed at reaching that target.  

 Long-term unemployment:   We recommend that a sub-target be added to the current 

National Reform Programme headline target: 

o To reduce the level of long-term unemployment to 1.3% of the labour force.  

 Working poor: We strongly urge that a specific sub-target should be developed to address 

the issue of the working poor.   

Education 

Education is widely recognised as crucial to the achievement of both national objectives and those of 

the Europe 2020 strategy such as ‘smart growth’ and ‘inclusive growth.’  However, the overall levels 

of public funding for education in Ireland are out of step with these aspirations, particularly as 
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regards under-funding of early childhood education and care, and in the areas of lifelong learning 

and second-chance education – the very areas that are most vital in promoting greater equity and 

fairness. Amongst the recommendations already made by Social Justice Ireland in the field of 

education are:  

 Develop a long-term, sustainable funding strategy for all levels of education (primary, post-

primary and higher education), 

 Invest in universal, quality early childhood education by committing to increasing investment 

by 0.1 per cent of GDP annually to meet the OECD average by 2021, 

 Commit to reaching the lifelong learning target set out in the National Skills Strategy and 

ensure sufficient resources are made available. 

We propose that the National Reform Programme should set targets in the following areas: 

 Early School Leaving: Set a more ambitious national target of 5% for reduction of early 

school leaving. 

 Adult Literacy: Adopt a more ambitious adult literacy target to reduce the proportion of the 

population aged 16-64 with restricted literacy to 5% per cent by 2020; and to 3% by 2025. 

 Lifelong Learning: Adopt a 15 per cent target for participation in lifelong learning (for 

consistency with Irish National Skills Strategy 2025). 

Poverty 

Ireland is a very long way away from its Europe 2020 poverty target, and indeed from its new sub-

target relative to childhood poverty, and the trends have tended to worsen in recent years. 

The Irish Government should carry out in-depth social impact assessments prior to introducing 

budgets or implementing policies in order to ensure that the position of people experiencing poverty 

and social exclusion is not worsened by the austerity measures being pursued.  

Social Justice Ireland proposes that the following should be adopted as Ireland’s headline target on 

poverty: 

 Ireland Headline Target: To reduce by 2020 the consistent poverty rate to 2%; the at-risk-of-

poverty rate anchored in time to 8%; and the at-risk-of-poverty (only) rate to 7%.  

 These headline targets should be accompanied by subsidiary poverty targets for vulnerable 

groups as set out in the following Table. 



Social Justice Ireland  May 2017 
 

4 | P a g e  
 

Subsidiary Poverty Targets 

 Overall 
target 

Children Lone 
parents 

Jobless 
households 

Social rented 
housing 

Consistent poverty  2% 3-4% 4-6% 4-6% 4-6% 

At-risk-of-poverty 
(only) 

7% 8-10% 10-12% 10-12% 10-12% 

 

Governance 

The Europe 2020 Strategy was envisaged to have a partnership approach at its heart. This was to 

extend to national parliaments, to local/regional authorities to social partners and civil society as 

well as encompassing the European Council, the Commission, the European Parliament and EU 

Committees. Both the elaboration of national reform programmes and their implementation were 

envisaged as being done in a partnership that included representatives of civil society so as to 

strengthen ‘ownership’ of the process. 

The approach to partnership with an aim of fostering joint ownership enshrined in the Europe 2020 

Strategy is a sensible and desirable approach.  Social Justice Ireland proposes that Government 

authorises and resources an initiative to identify how a civil society debate could be developed and 

maintained and to examine how it might connect to the growing debate at European level around 

civil society issues.  This is particularly pertinent in light of the result of the referendum in the United 

Kingdom in 2016 and a growing anti-EU sentiment emerging in some member states. 

While the European Semester office in Dublin has a very good engagement with civil society 

organisations, it is important that there is further participation in the process, at national, regional 

and local level.  It is also important that the interconnection between national policies, the European 

Semester process and Ireland’s commitments in the Europe 2020 are highlighted by Government to 

improve public awareness and participation.  Increased public awareness and participation is 

essential for the success of the European Semester process, the Europe 2020 Strategy and the 

recently launched European Pillar of Social Rights.   

Recommendations for the European Semester and the Europe 2020 Strategy 

Ensure Coherence of European Policy and the European Semester by integrating the social 

objectives of the Europe 2020 strategy in the economic processes of the European Semester. The 

priorities of Annual Growth Surveys should focus on long-term social objectives of the Europe 2020 

Strategy, and on building adequate, effective social systems that include both investment and 
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protection dimensions and are better aligned to the EU Social Investment Package. This could be 

facilitated by: 

 Supporting efforts to promote growth and jobs while meeting deficit reduction targets in the 

medium rather than the short term. 

 Taking account of the social impact when making Country Specific Recommendations, 

especially those requiring fiscal consolidation measures.  

 Making country-specific recommendations that seek to achieve reductions in poverty and 

unemployment where rates are high or rising. 

 
Strengthen the EU 2020 Strategy: This requires: 

 Ex-ante appraisals: Fiscal consolidation and structural measures must be designed with ex-

ante knowledge of their longer term and cumulative impact on vulnerable groups.  Economic 

and fiscal policy should not prevent countries from meeting social commitments in the 

Europe 2020 Strategy.  Such impact assessments are particularly important for periods when 

the economy is not performing well.   

 Improved Targeting: Incorporate further sub-targets into the Europe 2020 Strategy process. 

Sub-targets for poverty reduction should be added relative to groups most at high risk of 

poverty or social exclusion (such as children). Work with member states to ensure that their 

targets are adequate and to establish national sub-targets for poverty reduction amongst 

groups most at risk (based on the identification of the most appropriate groups in each 

country).   

 Further Targets: Consideration should also be given to incorporating further targets relative 

to unemployment, especially long-term unemployment and youth unemployment, and to 

address serious problems in some countries in respect of young people neither in 

employment nor education 

 Ensuring Meaningful Input by Civil Society and Potentially Marginalised people into the 

framing of National Reform programmes and Social Reports, including for countries in 

receipt of programmes of financial assistance. 

 

More public engagement with the European Semester Process and the National Reform Programme 

process is important.  In order to ensure full participation and good governance people must be 

made aware of the impact of the European Semester and the Europe 2020 Strategy on the national 

policy process.  They must also be made aware of the benefits of these strategies, the issues they 

address and most importantly how to influence them.   
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