LLLP Statement on the 2019 European Semester Country Specific Recommendations
Lifelong learning for all: the backbone of a sustainable society and economy in Europe
Brussels, August 2019 - The Lifelong Learning Platform (LLLP) welcomes the 2019 Country Specific
Recommendations (CSRs) adopted by the Council on 9 July which have more emphasis on social issues
and investment compared to previous years.
While welcoming the progress made, LLLP calls for the following actions - further elaborated below - to
take the European Semester process forward:

This year all Member States received CSRs on education, skills and lifelong learning, with several making
explicit reference to the need to boost investment in and the inclusiveness of education and training
systems. This is a step forward and we thank the European Commission for improving the visibility of

inclusive and well-resourced education in the Semester discussions, including through the new “Annex D”
of the Country Reports. Nevertheless, we feel that the CSRs should consider a more balanced, long-term
view of the full range of competences that individuals need to navigate the complexities of modern life,
whether these are personal, economic, social, cultural or environmental, rather than a short-term
approach based only on the labour market. Moreover, in the future more attention should be given to
the learning needs of groups such as children of preschool age or older learners who are close to or postretirement.
By the same token, we view the identification of specific sectors where skill shortages are present in the
CSRs (e.g. ICT in Spain; science and information technology in Portugal) as problematic. The CSRs should
encourage long-term thinking about how to improve the national lifelong learning system rather than
a short-term view on needs specific to a few industries. This risks privileging certain disciplines, mainly
STEM-related, over others such as arts, humanities and social sciences which have an equally valuable
place in the lifelong learning landscape, or indeed perpetuating the view of ICT and other disciplines as
purely stand-alone to the detriment of a more innovative cross-curricular approach to teaching and
learning. In addition, although the need to address digital skills gaps is highlighted in a few CSRs, we
express concern about the lack of attention to basic (numeracy and literacy) skills, only mentioned in the
case of Austria, but where considerable gaps persist across the EU despite previous guidance to Member
States.1 This is a crucial area for further policy intervention, especially for the most disadvantaged groups
in society which risk being left behind in the trendy “upskilling” debate.
Five Member States are recommended to improve investment in or “focus investment-related economic
policy” on education. This is a positive development, although five of the eight countries spending below
the EU average of 4.6% of GDP in this area do not receive this recommendation.2 Investing in education
should be a top priority across all Member States, as well as for the EU through its funding programmes
and investment instruments, because it is key for both economic prosperity and social inclusion.3 It can
lead to many positive spillover effects that support the European Semester’s broader social and
economic aims as there is much evidence documenting its contribution to higher GDP per capita, higher
employment rates and wages, reduction of poverty, in addition to higher levels of institutional trust,
engagement with society and participatory democracy.4
However, this investment should benefit all sectors of lifelong learning, including learning outside the
formal education system, often provided by civil society, whose importance as a tool to bring people into
society or employment is frequently ignored. This is especially relevant for the most disadvantaged
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See 2016 Council Recommendation on Upskilling Pathways and the subsequent progress report by the Commission.
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https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticsexplained/images/6/66/Total_general_government_expenditure_on_education%2C_2017_%28%25_of_GDP_%25_of_total_expenditure%29.p
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As stressed by the 2019 Annual Growth Survey: “High-quality public investment in education and training is key to boosting knowledge-intensive,
sustainable and inclusive growth. Weak educational outcomes have major impacts on future employment rates, poverty levels and
competitiveness” (p9).
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UNICEF (2015) The Investment Case for Education and Equity.
https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/Investment_Case_for_Education_and_Equity_FINAL.pdf; European Commission (2019) Employment
and Social Developments in Europe 2019: Sustainable growth for all: choices for the future of social Europe, p138-140.
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8219

learners. Allocating more resources to the formal system at all levels should go hand-in-hand with building
the capacities of civil society organisations, and their respective national and European networks, which
provide opportunities for non-formal and informal learning, complementary support to formal
establishments5 and a voice for learners’ views and concerns6. As representatives of learners, educators
and other stakeholders concerned about the future of lifelong learning, they need support to both carry
out their work with people on the ground and contribute to democratic and coherent decision-making on
the relevant policies.
In most Member States the involvement of educating and training stakeholders, including civil society, in
the European Semester process remains poor. Sometimes even education ministries themselves do not
have a strong voice in this process, highlighting the need for better cross-ministry coordination. The
involvement of civil society is particularly challenging in countries where it is structurally weak and faces
problems linked to a shrinking civic space, or in countries where it is involved but only in a tokenistic way.
This illustrates the need to strengthen the capacities of civil society in order to benefit fully from its
understanding of learners’ needs and to introduce robust mechanisms for genuine dialogue with
policymakers. This situation not only affects civil society actors but other stakeholders such as regional
and local authorities who, despite possessing a better knowledge of what happens at grassroots level than
central governments, are not adequately involved. Shaping skills-related policies, including the production
of information on skills needs, in particular depends on involving a diverse range of stakeholders as shown
by the OECD’s research in this area.7
Finally, a major challenge with the CSRs is not only the issues they address or do not address but their
concrete implementation. Implementing better-quality and more inclusive education, training and skills
systems calls for a comprehensive lifelong learning strategy in each country that is drafted and executed
in co-creation with all stakeholders, as well as across the different ministries concerned by these topics.
This long-term strategy should in turn be the guiding framework for investment in education, training and
skills to ensure that resources are used in the most efficient and targeted manner.8 Moreover, calls to
implement recommendations about investment in education need to be accompanied by more flexibility
in the EU’s fiscal surveillance mechanisms, so that it is truly regarded as a wise social and economic
investment rather than simply as a spending obligation. Focusing more investment on skills, as a number
of CSRs propose, also requires targeted measures in areas such as the validation of prior learning
(formal, non-formal or informal), lifelong career guidance and on-the-job training.9 This is to guarantee
the maximum currency for skills, including transversal skills, that people can use to achieve their
educational, employment or other personal goals as well as maximum access to upskilling opportunities
suited to their needs.
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Example: SIRIUS Watch 2018 Role of non-formal education in migrant education inclusion: links with schools
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Example: Bologna With Students’ Eyes 2018; Adult Education in Europe 2018 - A Civil Society View
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OECD (2017) Getting Skills Right: Good Practice in Adapting to Changing Skill Needs: A Perspective on France, Italy, Spain, South Africa and the
United Kingdom, Getting Skills Right, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264277892-en.
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Contributing to and monitoring the implementation of lifelong learning strategies could be coordinated by cross-sectoral “National Lifelong
Learning Platforms” bringing together education, training and skills stakeholders in one arena, also serving as a point of contact for European
Semester consultations. For more information please consult the previous feasibility study carried out by LLLP.
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These elements could be covered more in detail in the European Semester Country Reports.

All in all, we are encouraged by the European Semester’s increasing focus on social investment and remain
willing to support the Member States with guidance to assist their reform efforts, counting on the
expertise and outreach of our membership from all lifelong learning sectors. Together we believe that
lifelong learning in all its diversity is key to a sustainable future for Europe and hope that this remains a
guiding principle for the European Semester in the years to come.

The Lifelong Learning Platform (European Civil Society for Education) is an umbrella that gathers 42
European organisations active in the field of education, training and youth. Currently these networks
represent more than 50,000 educational institutions and associations covering all sectors of formal, nonformal and informal learning. Their members reach out to several million beneficiaries.
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