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This publication is a great opportunity to emphasize the importance of the Social 
Protection Committee and its added value for EU Member States. 

The SPC does not only provide a representative forum for multilateral social policy 
coordination, dialogue and cooperation at EU level. It is also an excellent environment 
for experts and policy makers from all EU Member States and the Commission to 
discuss emerging new trends and challenges and the most appropriate policy measures 
necessary to respond to the challenges faced by Member States such as the demographic 
change, the green and the digital transitions, the new ways of work or the evolution 
of our welfare state. As outlined in more details in previous articles of this review, this 
dialogue and cooperation between the Member States are at the heart of the “Open 
Method of Coordination” (OMC).

1.	 ADDED VALUE

The SPC is a forum for member states to exchange information on a common challenge 
or a common emergency. They can also learn from each other in organised settings 
such as the mutual learning workshops organised by the European Commission for 
SPC members on topics of interest. For instance, they can regularly participate to 
mutual learning workshops on access to social protection or on distributional impact 
assessment.

The SPC delegates learn to know each other meeting after meeting and this long-term 
cooperation allows them to count on each other when they face a challenge or when 
they want to start a new policy or implement new measures. This strong connexion 
is particularly useful in case of crisis like we have seen with the Covid-19 crisis, the 
energy crisis, and the war in Ukraine. The member states are able to rapidly exchange 
information and solutions to face these crisis. 

In-depth thematic-horizontal discussions organized by the SPC have a strong added 
value. They require a lot of involvement from member states. However, they provide 
excellent opportunities, with the support of experts, to analyse the challenges and 
trends of a specific chosen topic, to discuss possible solutions, to share good and 
sometimes bad practices (also useful in order to avoid choosing wrong approaches).
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On the one hand, it is sometimes a little difficult to discuss topics that go beyond the 
mandate of the SPC and include the competences of other ministries. On the other 
hand, it also provides greater opportunities to look more broadly, to understand the 
complexity of a problem, and at the same time, the need for a holistic approach in 
order to achieve good results. Thus, the thematic reviews could be considered one of 
the success stories of the SPC. For example, in 2024, a thematic review was organised 
on the implementation of the Council Recommendation on access to affordable 
high-quality long-term care, as a deliverable of the European Care Strategy. The 2022 
Council Recommendation aims to improve access to affordable, high-quality long-
term care for all people who need it, and concerns all formal and informal carers. In 
the framework of the thematic social reporting, 24 Member States submitted their 
national plans. The level of engagement of the member states was indicative of a high 
commitment as concerns the implementation of the Recommendation at national and 
regional levels and confirmed the good level of convergence when it comes to policy 
priorities at the Member States’ and EU levels.

Another key dimension of the work of the SPC is the use of the OMC tools, such as 
the peer reviews and the mutual learning activities to promote cooperation and the 
sharing of experience and expertise among the Member States. These events allow an 
in-depth assessment and discussion, provide a focused and dynamic opportunity of 
exchange of information, experience and good practices, and stimulate critical reflection 
as well as the identification of opportunities. Each year in the work programme of the 
SPC, thematic areas are identified in the framework of social protection and social 
inclusion policies and the Members States are invited to propose and organise events 
with the support of the Commission. This work also focuses on the implementation 
of the European Pillar of Social Rights. In 2025, for example, the following themes 
were highlighted: strengthening social services, access to essential services for the 
most vulnerable, information and awareness-raising measures on pensions, or the 
affordability and quality of long-term care services.

Social protection is a complex issue that needs to be considered in a comprehensive 
manner and not in an isolated way. Therefore, close cooperation between SPC and 
other relevant Committees is of great value. The SPC cooperates mainly with four 
committees: very regularly with EMCO, the Employment Committee (see supra 
- specific article on cooperation between EMCO and SPC), with the Education 
Committee, with the Economic Policy Committee (EPC) and the Economic and 
Financial Committee (EFC). For instance, the SPC cooperates with EMCO, EPC and 
EFC in the framework of the European Semester for the negotiations of the Country 
Specific Recommendations.

2.	 CHALLENGES

Some of the challenges that the SPC faces could be mentioned as guidelines for the 
improvement of future activities.

First, in addition to regular permanent work, it would be worthwhile to maintain 
attention to individual topics that are particularly relevant to the member states 
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at a given point in time, crisis and urgent issues on which a member state could 
exchange with others who have faced similar problems. 

Secondly, all activities based on real-time data would provide even greater benefits 
in drawing conclusions about a situation, or in order to plan national actions and 
decisions. This has been particularly the case in recent years during times of crisis for 
the EU. For example, during the covid-19 crisis or the energy crisis in 2022, the SPC 
was an important platform for the exchange of information and data between Member 
States, and with the Commission, on the challenges encountered and the measures 
taken at national level. 

Thirdly, it is necessary to involve as many stakeholders as possible in SPC activities, 
to increase the awareness of the SPC activities and demonstrate the benefits of their 
outcomes at the national level. For instance, each year the social partners and key civil 
society organisation (such as the Social Platform or European Anti-Poverty Network) 
are invited to exchange with EMCO and SPC members on their key messages on 
the Autumn and Spring Package of the Commission in the context of the European 
Semester.

3.	 THE SPC AND THE COUNCIL PRESIDENCIES

Two times per year, a meeting of the SPC takes place in the country holding the 
Presidency of the Council of the EU. This gives the opportunity for this Member 
State to organize thematic discussions on topics in line with their own priorities. As an 
example, in recent years, the various presidencies have proposed thematic discussions 
on the following topics: the access to healthcare and long-term care (Czech presidency 
in 2022), the modernization of social protection systems and strengthening social 
resilience post-COVID (Swedish presidency in 2023), the Social protection for self-
employed and atypical workers (Spanish presidency in 2023), or the challenges of 
the “silver transformation” – focusing on the economic participation of older persons 
(Polish presidency in 2025).

4.	 THE EXAMPLE OF THE BELGIAN PRESIDENCY

The SPC meeting held on 15 and 16 February 2024 in Antwerp was an opportunity 
to discuss priority topics chosen by the Presidency: access to social protection, social 
investments, the European Pillar of social rights (EPSR) and the future social agenda.

In terms of access to social protection, a recommendation was adopted in 2019 to 
ensure adequate social protection in a new context of major changes in the world of 
work and to make social protection to stand the test of time (to be future-proofed). 
New developments, including digitalisation, are giving rise to other types of work, 
such as self-employment and atypical contracts for employees (temporary or part-
time work, work via a digital platform, etc.). Access to several branches of social 
security is often inadequate and sometimes impossible for these atypical workers. This 
Council recommendation is specifically aimed at supporting atypical workers and self-
employed people who, because of their professional status, are not sufficiently covered 
by social security schemes and therefore face greater economic uncertainty. Since its 
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adoption, the Member States have taken steps to implement it. A report presented 
to the EPSCO Council in early 2023 showed that progress across the EU has been 
uneven. As the concrete measures to implement the recommendation have ended, 
the Belgian Presidency wished to discuss the state of progress of the work and how to 
continue to focus on the implementation of the recommendation in the future.

The discussions between the SPC delegates highlighted the difficulties encountered 
by Member States in implementing the recommendation, as well as possible ways of 
continuing to implement the recommendation. Delegates agreed that implementation 
of the recommendation should be a priority for the next legislature and were very 
supportive of framework and mutual learning between Member States. To this end, 
the SPC Indicators Subgroup will work on updating the monitoring framework and 
the Commission will approach Member States to set up new indicators and new 
mutual learning processes. They concluded that the possibility of a periodic report to 
the EPSCO Council could be examined in the future. This would be a way of ensuring 
that the issue remains on the political agenda in the longer term.

Concerning social investments, the debate organised in the SPC helped to prepare 
an important meeting of ministers under the Belgian Presidency of the Council the so-
called JUMBO meeting: in fact a meeting of ECOFIN ministers inviting the EPSCO 
ministers to debate jointly on social investments. This type of JUMBO meetings are 
very rare and the orgainsation of such a meeting was a victory in itself. On 12 March 
2024, at the “Economic and financial affairs” Council, the Ministers for Employment 
and Social Affairs participated in a policy debate with the Ministers for Economic and 
Financial Affairs on investment and social reforms for resilient economies. 

Ministers discussed the positive effects of social reforms and investment on economic 
growth and fiscal sustainability, and provided examples of recent social and employment 
reforms in their countries that had helped to increase growth potential. Echoing the 
emphasis given by a number of delegations to assessing returns on social investment 
and reforms, the Belgian Presidency announced its intention to invite the EMCO and 
SPC to draw up common guidelines in this respect.

Belgium and the Spanish Presidency of the EU Council have set up an informal 
working group on social investment to better analyse the return on social investments 
and their interaction with economic growth and fiscal sustainability. The most 
common examples of social and employment reforms cited by member states were: 
upskilling and reskilling programmes; lifelong learning; after-school programmes; 
childcare (free); investment in young people with health problems; inclusion of 
disabled persons or those belonging to disadvantaged groups (return) into the labour 
market; minimum wage increase; pension reforms.

There was consensus on the need for targeted social investments based on an analysis 
of impact and effectiveness on growth and competitiveness.

In its conclusions, the Belgian Presidency stressed that there is still a need to refine 
the understanding of the positive effects and return on social investment in economic 
terms. An important element in this regard is generating a common understanding of 
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the methodologies and analytical tools that may be most useful for policy evaluation 
and investment performance assessment. For this reason, the Belgian Presidency has 
invited the EMCO and SPC committees to start technical work on guidelines for social 
investment in the coming months, with the support of the European Commission. 

This led to the adoption by the EPSCO Council in June of Council conlusions on social 
reforms and investments and also the endorsement of common guidelines on social 
investment elaborated by both EMCO and SPC. The approval of voluntary guidelines 
for EU Member States developed by EMCO and SPC to assess the economic effects 
of social investment and reforms is a major step forward for a better social Europe. 
These principles are a tool that will enable MS to prepare the necessary investments to 
promote the European Pillar of Social Rights. The objective is to strengthen statistical 
capacity and the use of administrative data to measure the impact of investments.

Concerning the EPSR and the future social agenda, the informal SPC also helped 
to prepare the a high-level conference on the European pillar of social rights organised 
by the Belgian Presidency of the Council in La Hulpe.

On 15 and 16 April 2024, the SPF Social Security organised the conference, together 
with the SPF Employment, Labour and Social Dialogue. At the conference, the EU, 
25 member states, some social partners and civil society renewed their commitment to 
a stronger social Europe by signing an inter-institutional declaration on the future of 
the European Pillar of Social Rights. The La hulpe Declaration recalls the importance 
of social issues such as fair working conditions, training, the right to disconnect, the 
fight for more equality, and improving social protection. The objective was to reaffirm 
the European commitment to a strong social Europe.

The Commission and many Member States stressed the importance of this declaration, 
which was the result of numerous negotiations, as a decisive contribution to the social 
agenda and affirmed the need for redoubling efforts to achieve the Porto objectives. 
The main message was : the European Pillar of Social Rights remains the compass for 
the years to come.

5.	 CONCLUSION

Undoubtedly, the benefits and visibility of the SPC Committee must be further 
nurtured and increased, thus providing greater opportunities for Member States. A 
reinforced SPC can only emerge with joint efforts from both SPC members and the 
European Commission. A reinforced SPC will lead towards better social outcomes.




	Cover BTSZ [NL] v2 Peter Lelie_Back
	Social Protection Committee jg 66_3
	Cover BTSZ [NL] v2 Peter Lelie_Front

