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STRENGTHENING SOCIAL 
GOVERNANCE IN THE EU: LESSONS 
FROM TEN YEARS IN THE SOCIAL 
PROTECTION COMMITTEE”

BY	 ISSAM TIAR
Representative of Luxembourg  in the SPC1

As an official from the Luxembourg Ministry of Health and Social Security, I have 
been involved in the work of the Social Protection Committee (SPC) since my 
appointment as an alternate member in September 2014. The SPC is an advisory 
committee to the Council of Ministers for Employment and Social Affairs (EPSCO 
filière). Together with the Employment Committee (EMCO), the SPC plays a leading 
role in the governance and coordination of employment and social policies within the 
European Union (EU). Unlike many other EU high-level advisory committees, the 
SPC’s strong mandate is directly anchored in the EU Treaties. Under Article 160 of 
the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU (TFEU), the SPC has the following powers:

(i)	 To monitor the social situation and the development of social protection policies 
in the Member States and within the Union;

(ii)	To promote exchanges of information, experience, and good practice between 
Member States and with the Commission;

(iii)	To prepare reports, formulate opinions or undertake other work within the scope 
of its powers, at the request of either the Council or the Commission or on its own 
initiative.

First, the aim of this article is to summarise key milestones in the committee’s work, 
drawing from my own practitioner perspective of 10 years in the committee. Secondly, 
it will attempt to elaborate on some potential avenues to reinforce the committee’s 
mission. It will finally conclude with some examples from Luxembourg context that 
reflect how the committee’s agenda impacts Luxembourg’s national position.

Following the advent of the 2008 global economic crisis, certain features of the fiscal 
consolidation policies implemented at EU level have led to adverse repercussions on 
social and employment trends within the EU. This observation has been confirmed 
unequivocally by Mario Draghi, President of the European Central Bank at the time, 
in his speech to the high-level conference on the future of the European Pillar of Social 
Rights (EPSR) on 16/04/2024: “We pursued a deliberate strategy of trying to lower wage 

(1)  Disclaimer : this article was prepared by M. Issam TIAR in his personal capacity in 2024. The views expressed 
in this Article do not necessarily represent the views of the Luxembourg Ministry of Health and Social Security, nor 
the views of the Luxembourg Government
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costs relative to each other - and, combine this with a procyclical fiscal policy, the net effect 
was only to weaken our own domestic demand and undermine our social model”.2

Observing these dynamics first-hand, Luxembourg considered the deepening of the 
EU’s social dimension as an overarching priority during its Presidency of the EU 
Council in the second semester of 2015. On that basis, the Luxembourg Presidency 
has sought to fully exploit the potential of the SPC’s mandate.

First, with the support of the Latvian Presidency of the EU Council during the 
first semester of 2015 (as a Presidency trio partner with Luxembourg and Italy) and 
the then EMCO3 and SPC4 Chairs, the Luxembourg delegation called, within a 
broad alliance of Member States, for a modernisation of the EU Council decisions 
establishing the EMCO5 and SPC6. This approach aimed to reaffirm the roles of these 
committees and to align their governance arrangements with the new challenges of the 
post-crisis phase. The intention was also to enhance their effectiveness and efficiency 
in performing their tasks, improve transparency, and foster their cooperation with 
all stakeholders in the EU’s primary economic and social policy coordination cycle, 
known as the European Semester.

The Luxembourg Presidency then drafted two sets of Council conclusions based on 
the SPC’s analytical work.

The first set “Social Governance for inclusive Europe”7 was inspired by the five presidents 
report published in June 20158, which had emphasized the importance of focusing 
more on employment and social performance within the Economic and Monetary 
Union (EMU). This report also stems from the Juncker Commission’s commitment to 
achieving a “social triple A for the Union”. At this point, the opportunity of a revamped 
European Semester in 2015 had to be seized to ensure that the implementation 
of structural reforms and investments effectively addresses social challenges, and 
continuously improves the outcomes for citizens, considering the Europe 2020 
headline targets (increasing employment and combating poverty and social exclusion).

The second set of Council conclusions “Adequate retirement incomes in the context 
of ageing societies”9, built on the 2015 Pension Adequacy joint report10 prepared by 
the SPC and the European Commission’s (EC) Directorate General for Employment, 
Social Affairs and Inclusion (DG EMPL). This report is an important deliverable of 
the SPC. Through this adoption, the Luxembourg Presidency sought two strategic 

(2)  https://belgian-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/media/v1mhgwtw/20240416-draghi-speech-la-hulpe-
16-april-as-delivered-clean.pdf
(3)  M. Tom Bevers (BE)
(4)  M. Tom Dominique (LU)
(5)  Council Decision (EU) 2015/772
(6)  Council Decision (EU) 2015/773
(7)  https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-15070-2015-INIT/en/pdf 
(8)  The Five Presidents Report: Completing Europe’s Economic and Monetary Union
(9)   https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-12766-2015-INIT/en/pdf
(10)   The 2015 Pension Adequacy Report: current and future income adequacy in old age in the EU
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objectives: (i) to enhance the political visibility of the report’s key messages, notably 
on the significance of jointly analysing the fiscal sustainability challenges of pension 
systems and the adequacy of retirement benefits, and (ii) to guarantee that the frequency 
of such a report is upheld in the Council (every 3 years) for future iterations11.

Furthermore, under the initiative of the Luxembourg Presidency and following the 
analytical contribution of the EMCO and SPC committees, the EPSCO Council 
approved the social and employment aspects of the euro area recommendation12 for the 
very first time, despite encountering some resistance. The EPSCO input highlighted 
the importance of reforms, which also guarantee “adequate and sustainable social 
protection systems that contribute effectively and efficiently throughout the life cycle both 
to social inclusion and labour market reintegration”13. The institutional challenge for 
the Luxembourg Presidency was to ensure that the EPSCO filière retained complete 
ownership of designing and implementing all policies falling within its competence. 
This may seem as a bureaucratic sidenote, but this act was particularly important as 
substantive discussions on this recommendation were traditionally held solely within 
the Economic and Financial Affairs Council of Ministers (ECOFIN filière).

Looking ahead, the EPSR, and specifically Chapter 3’s key principles on social 
protection and social inclusion, should remain the normative compass for EU and 
national social policies in the future. Its inclusion in the revised economic governance 
framework as one of the EU’s common priorities is an opportunity to reinforce the 
EPSCO’s role in the European Semester and strengthen the SPC’s work. 

In addition, the La Hulpe Interinstitutional Declaration on the future of the EPSR, 
endorsed on 16/04/202414 offers promising avenues for further work by the committee, 
particularly through its governance section. With a view to the revised economic 
governance, the SPC should build on the mandate of the Belgian and Spanish 
Presidencies to establish an operational definition of “social investments” and develop 
EU common guidelines for assessing the economic returns of such investments with 
the strong support of the Commission.

The Belgian Presidency has already achieved the logistical (and dare I say institutional) 
feat of organising an unprecedented joint meeting between the two filières of the 
EPSCO and ECOFIN Councils on 12/03/202415. This has allowed both Council 
configurations to jointly reflect on the interplay between social investment, economic 
growth, and fiscal sustainability. This should not be a one-off exercise, but a recurring 
one to foster the coherence between the two main configurations of the EU Council 
responsible for the European Semester. The same synergies should be mirrored in the 
work of the EPSCO and ECOFIN Councils’ advisory committees as well as in the 

(11)  At that time, the Luxembourg Presidency was aware of inclinations by some major EU stakeholders to 
simply discontinue this exercise. 
(12)  https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14968-2015-INIT/en/pdf
(13)  Council Recommendation of 08 March 2016 on the economic policy of the euro area (2016/C 96/01)
(14)  https://belgian-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/media/bj0adazv/declaration-finale.pd
(15)  https://gouvernement.lu/fr/actualites/toutes_actualites/communiques/2024/03-mars/12-roth-
reunions.html
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DG ECFIN16 and DG EMPL. As an example of the importance of a holistic view, 
there is a strong potential for synergies between the periodic reports on the adequacy 
of pensions prepared by the SPC and DG EMPL and the ageing report prepared by 
the Economic Policy Committee (EPC) and DG ECFIN. 

In the context of a new governance structure for the European Semester and the 
future of the EPSR, I still believe that safeguarding the relevance of the SPC’s input 
in those processes is crucial. Therefore, the committee should conduct a thorough and 
continuous assessment of its workload, while remaining focused on strategic issues. 
The SPC has not only an analytical vocation but also a political one by virtue of its 
strong mandate. In this sense, the committee’s ultimate purpose is to effectively inform 
EPSCO ministers as policymakers about the major social trends to watch and advise 
them on which evidence-informed policies should be implemented to enhance the 
well-being of citizens, while ensuring that they retain their competence.

The responsibility of committee members and DG EMPL17 is paramount for targeting 
messages and streamlining the committee’s work, especially its reporting. During 
numerous exchanges on governance, I recall a senior SPC delegate (he no longer sits 
on the committee) who once eloquently declared that “influence comes with quality 
of work”. The essence of this statement is that the SPC should focus on increasing 
its visibility and its exposure through a more strategic and policy approach, and a 
“work smarter not harder” mentality. The SPC already has an excellent and well-
established portfolio of indicators at its disposal that should be fully utilized to fulfil its 
monitoring function. The proliferation of indicators and the duplication of processes 
may jeopardise the committee’s ability to focus on more essential tasks. At the same 
time, the EC should also improve further the timeliness and availability of social 
indicators to better assess poverty and inequality trends.

Moreover, considering the committee’s mandate, Member States should ensure to 
appoint senior representatives to the committee who are equipped with the necessary 
experience and operative administrative authority at the national level to effectively 
carry out the committee’s political and analytical missions. On the other hand, the 
EC should provide the committee’s secretariat with more resources to achieve the 
significant tasks and address the ever-increasing workload that the SPC has experienced 
in recent years.

From our national perspective, social security has been an essential pillar of 
Luxembourgish society and an intrinsic part of our social fabric. It was introduced 
in Luxembourg in 1901 to provide mineworkers with protection against the risk of 
illness. Since then, the national legislator has endeavoured to adapt this system into 
an overarching vision of “social protection”, which encompasses “all collective welfare 
measures enabling individuals to cope with the financial consequences of certain events 

(16)  Directorate-General for Economic and Financial Affairs.
(17)  The EC is a member of the SPC and provides the secretariat of the Committee.
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likely to occur in the course of a lifetime and to improve their quality of life18” and ensures 
the broadest coverage of insured persons.

The coalition agreement of the current Luxembourg government (2023-2028) will 
continue the work of strengthening our social protection system and adapting it to 
global challenges and megatrends, in line with the Council Recommendation on 
access to social protection for workers and the self-employed19. 

One workstream is further aligning the schemes for employees and self-employed 
workers regarding the accumulation of an early retirement pension with income from 
a professional activity. Another stream is to implement universal healthcare coverage 
according to the Sustainable Development Goal Target 3.8 and principle 16 of the 
EPSR. Luxembourg presented this project at the Mutual Learning Workshop on Access 
to healthcare, sickness and accidents at work and occupational diseases organized by 
the EC on 05/02/2024 and 06/02/2024. By regularly regrouping and gathering the 
knowledge and expertise of national actors, these mutual learning workshops and 
thematic reviews offer the highest added value for Member States. They are excellent 
platforms for exchanging best practices and guiding the implementation of national 
reforms, especially within the framework of the SPC and the Social Open Method of 
Coordination (OMC).

Furthermore, enhancing social inclusion and the stepping-up the fight against poverty 
are absolute priorities for the Luxembourg government. The coalition agreement 
stresses that “policies to combat poverty will be pursued in order to support low-income 
households, households in a precarious situation or experiencing poverty, as well as people 
at risk of social exclusion”20. The 2030 EU headline targets on employment, skills 
and poverty reduction have been welcomed by EU leaders in Porto and at the June 
2021 European Council. Thanks to the EMCO and SPC exchange with the EC, the 
formulation of national targets has sparked a high-quality consultation among various 
stakeholders nationally, enabling Luxembourg to establish and commit to ambitious 
national targets by 203021. 

Finally, the scarring effects of the 2008 global economic crisis has shed light on 
the painful costs of treating social policies as mere adjustment variables to other 
policies. In the run-up to the next European legislative cycle and witnessing the 
current geopolitical debate on how to foster Europe’s external competitiveness, the 
commitment to an upward social convergence in the EU, according to the principles 
of the EPSR, should be maintained since these two dimensions remai n intertwined. 

(18)  Droit de la Sécurité Sociale 2021, p.9- Le Gouvernement du Grand-Duché du Luxembourg- Inspection 
Générale de la Sécurité Sociale.
(19)  Council recommendation (2019/C 387/01)
(20)  Accord de coalition 2023-2028 “Letzëburg fir d’Zukunft stäerken”, p.82
(21)  By 2030: an employment rate of at least 77.6% of the population aged 20-64; at least 62.5% of all 
adults to participate in learning every year; at least 4000 fewer people at risk of poverty or social exclusion.
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