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Executive summary

AK welcomes the recovery plan presented by the
European Commission. With this plan, the European
Union is pursuing a direct fiscal policy for the first
time, which will also set standards for the future.
From AK’s point of view, the subsidies must flow
quickly. Only then an economic impact can be
guaranteed. However, the payment peak is not
scheduled until 2024, which could reduce the impact
of the programme.
AK calls for co-decision by the EU Parliament on
the granting of subsidies and, at national level, the
involvement of Parliament and social partners.
The clear orientation of the investment programme
towards the European Green Deal with its focus
on climate and energy targets is to be welcomed.
Investments in rail infrastructure at regional or local
level should be made possible and promoted. Such
investments stabilise the labour market and make it
easier to achieve the climate targets.
A more stable economic system requires, among
other things, more local approaches to production
(and services) that help to achieve environmental and
climate goals.
AK is extremely critical of linking the funding to
the European Semester. Meaningful and important
investments could fail because they are not mentioned
within the framework of the European Semester.
The REACT-EU initiative is an important step in the
right direction. Investments for maintaining jobs and
support for the self-employed are to be financed
through it. However, the targets are very vague and
need to be made more concrete.
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It is disappointing that the budget for the European
Social Fund Plus (ESF+) is €15 billion less than
proposed in 2018. AK still demands an ESF volume
of at least 10% of the EU budget. The Fund for Just
Transition, on the other hand, has been greatly
increased to €40 billion, which is very welcome.
An increase in the volume of funds for direct
agricultural payments by €4 billion must be rejected.
The additional €15 billion for rural development would
only be welcomed if it was used to support social and
socio-political initiatives such as health care centres or
kindergartens.
From AK’s point of view, solvency aid for companies
should be linked to minimum standards for
employment conditions. The InvestEU instrument
should be viewed with scepticism because this
construction creates the risk that losses will be
communitised and profits privatised, as AK already
explained in more detail in its position of September
2018.
AK welcomes the establishment of the EU4Health
programme. The additional funding in the research
area for the development of vaccines and protective
equipment is also positive. However, there are no
details on the concrete design of these programmes.
With regard to the financing of the recovery plan, the
Commission’s consideration of financing the funds
raised through new own resources is welcomed. Since
repayments will not begin for many years (starting in
2027 at the earliest), the question arises as to who
will ultimately pay. Employees and consumers already
bear the main burden and must not be burdened
again.
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The AK’s position

AK recalls its position on the proposal for the
“Multiannual EU Financial Framework 2021-2027:
A Budget that Unites Europe” of September 2018,
which contains a number of demands and positions
of AK, whose relevance, for example in the social and
employment sector as well as in economic policy,
has become even clearer in the wake of the COVID19
crisis.1
The two new Commission Communications represent
considerable adjustments to the previous negotiations
on the EU budgetary framework. AK makes the
following comments on the new proposals:
The European Commission cites three packages of
measures designed to support the way out of the
recession:
The first package comprises a maximum amount of
€540 billion and consists of three instruments:
•

the SURE programme, which is intended to
provide support for short-time working in
particular, with a volume of €100 billion;

•

the European Investment Bank’s €200 billion
programme to support small and medium-sized
enterprises, and

•

the ESM pandemic crisis programme, which
may include a maximum volume of €240 billion,
depending on the unlikely event that all member
countries use up their credit line amounting to 2%
of their GDP

This package was already adopted by the European
Council on 23 April 2020 and is not part of this
opinion. With regard to the SURE programme, which
is particularly relevant from an employment policy
perspective, we refer to AK statement of 14 May 2020.2
The discussion now focuses on the new proposals
for the “Next Generation EU” economic stimulus
package with a volume of € 750 billion and a revised
EU financial framework, which is to have a volume of
€ 1,100 billion. These two initiatives are dealt with in
more detail in this statement by AK.
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The European Construction Plan:
Next Generation EU
The proposed next generation EU economic recovery
plan foresees a budget of €500 billion (around 3.6% of EU
GDP) in the form of grants and €250 billion in the form
of loans for individual Member States. AK welcomes this
step by the Commission. For the first time, the European
Union is pursuing direct fiscal policy, setting a precedent
that will set new standards for the future.
The plan is essential for the survival of the eurozone,
as now not only the European Central Bank but also
the European Commission has the means to tackle
growing disparities between Member States. The
intentions and the proposed instruments are basically
reasonable and should be implemented quickly.
In AK’s view, there is still a considerable need for
discussion of the funds that are now being activated
in the framework of the Next Generation EU on the
following two points:
•

The funds must flow quickly in order to be
economically effective. However, the payment
peak is not scheduled until 2024, which means a
considerable delay and could delay the economic
upswing.

•

The use of funds leaves many options open.
These are chosen by the Member States
themselves in consultation with the Commission.
The European Parliament should have a say in the
allocation of funds; at national level, Parliament
and the social partners must be involved.

The Next Generation EU package is built on 3 pillars:
1. The pillar “Supporting Member States
in Recovery” includes the programmes
Reconstruction and Resilience Facility, REACTEU (Reconstruction Assistance for Cohesion
and Territories of Europe) and increases for
the EAFRD (Rural Development) and Just
Transition (Mechanism for Equitable Transition)
programmes.
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2. The second pillar “Boosting the economy and
supporting private investment” includes the
Solvency Assistance Instrument, a Strategic
Instruments Facility and a reinforcement of the
InvestEU programme.
3.

The third key area “learning lessons from the
crisis” includes a new health programme, a
reinforcement of rescEU, and a strengthening
of the research, innovation and external action
programmes.

On the first pillar
“Supporting Member States in
recovery”
Programme Recovery and Resilience Facility:
With a volume of € 560 billion, the Recovery and
Resilience Facility programme accounts for around 80%
of the total economic stimulus package. The funds will
be used to provide grants and loans to EU countries.
Member States are expected to identify investment and
reform priorities under this programme. This will be
embedded in the European Semester.
The clear orientation of the investment programme
towards the European Green Deal with its focus on
climate and energy targets is to be welcomed from
AK’s point of view.3 The envisaged employment and
energy policy effects of the initiative are to be welcomed.
However, AK points out that the affordability of housing
must under no circumstances be jeopardised by
energy-saving renovation. Unfortunately, the pandemic
has shown that poor working and living conditions
have accelerated the spread of the corona virus. AK
therefore demands that these interrelationships be taken
into account when setting up housing programmes.
Investment subsidies must be linked to health-promoting
working conditions.
Particularly in the case of systemically relevant
occupational groups such as nursing staff and other
health care professions, harvesters, cleaning staff and
commercial employees, the planned subsidies must be
linked to significant improvements in working and pay
conditions.
The employment and climate policy objectives in the
transport sector are also supported in principle by AK.
From AK’s point of view, however, the priority element
in shaping the mobility of the future is to expand and
make public transport more attractive, low-emission or
zero-emission vehicles with highly efficient alternative
drive systems. One particular concern must be to ensure
that the decarbonisation of transport is socially just.
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Under no circumstances this should be at the expense of
employees, as was the case with the liberalisation of the
transport sector in Europe. Ruinous competition is taking
place in freight transport in particular.
AK maintains that more and rapid investment in rail
infrastructure is needed to stabilise the labour market
but also to achieve the climate targets. It is precisely
these investments that have an extremely positive effect
on employment, far exceeding the effects that can be
achieved by building roads.
However, co-financing has so far been limited to crossborder projects or areas with structural funding. This
restriction is not conducive to achieving the objective
and, in the opinion of AK, should be removed. After all,
EU funding for ecological modes of transport in cities
is now a matter of the moment. In Austria, for example,
the transport with the most passengers by rail is not
provided by conventional rail transport, but by Wiener
Linien, the municipal transport company of the City of
Vienna. Regional and municipal rail investments would
help to achieve the climate target, in contrast to road
investments.
The airline industry, especially its employees, has
suffered particularly from the COVID 19 crisis. The
new start of the sector now offers the opportunity for
ecological and social improvements. In terms of climate
protection, neither reaching pre-crisis levels nor cheap
tickets are desirable. At EU level, therefore, a ban on
short-haul flights - which could be shifted to rail - and
minimum ticket prices would be desirable, and kerosene
taxation should also be introduced. Minimum social
and minimum salary standards should be implemented
throughout the EU.
The pandemic has shown how fragile an economic
system is that relies excessively on the global division
of labour and value chains and on exploiting wage
differences within the EU: The crisis has led to significant
disruptions in freight transport. So here too, it is clear
that more local approaches to production (and services)
are an urgent requirement for more stability. In AK’s
opinion, two fundamental questions must be clarified
when rebuilding production capacities and possible EU
subsidies for this: firstly, the production of strategically
important products must be brought back to Europe;
secondly, it must be clarified to what extent these
products can contribute to achieving environmental and
climate goals. Only if the answer to these objectives
is positive financial support from EU funds can be
envisaged.
AK is extremely critical of the linking of the subsidies
to the European Semester. Sensible and important
investments could fail because they are not mentioned
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in the context of the European Semester. On the other
hand, member states could be forced to pursue projects
which they consider to be of little or no priority simply
because they are mentioned in the European Semester.
Misinvestments could be the result.

to be answered. It must be made clear that sufficient
funds are being made available for combating youth
unemployment.
•

It is also unclear how the funds are to be allocated.
The experience of the Youth Guarantee, which
was partly financed by the ESF and was therefore
completely caught up in the administrative
confusion surrounding the preparation of operational
programmes (OPs), caused a significant delay. This
again coincides with the preparation of the OPs for
the next programming period. It would therefore be
undesirable to include them in the OPs. On the other
hand, the generous commitments to pre-financing
are positive, although these would have to be
implemented operationally without bureaucracy.

•

It is also unclear whether the allocation of funds
is conditional on the additional provision of fund
resources. That too must be ruled out, as it would in
fact reduce ESF+ resources even further.

Recovery Assistance for Cohesion and the
Territories of Europe (REACT-EU):
The REACT-EU initiative is an important step in the
right direction. It will be used to finance investments
to maintain jobs, including short-time working
arrangements and support for the self-employed. The
planned budget for this is €55 billion, which can be used
for appropriate measures and strategies.
In theory, this is the strength of the new budget pot, but in
practice this flexibility also entails some risks. The eligible
contents are extremely broad: The funds can also be
used to support job creation and employment measures
for young people, health systems and the provision of
working capital, as well as to promote investment in
small and medium-sized enterprises. This support will
be available for all sectors of the economy, including
the heavily affected tourism and cultural sectors. This
additional support is also intended for investment in the
European Green Deal and the digital divide, to reinforce
the substantial investments already being made in these
areas under the EU’s cohesion policy.
REACT-EU funds will be used under the ERDF, ESF+,
Cohesion Fund or the European Fund for the most
disadvantaged people (FEAD).
The following points of criticism result from these
unclear specifications:
• There are no indications as to the criteria for
distribution to the funds and the content to be
supported. It is therefore up to the individual
Member States to decide whether to use the
funds for business support or actually make social
investments.
•

A minimum percentage must therefore be set for the
ESF+. Such a minimum share is missing from the
documents to date.

•

The new ESF+ proposal provides for an increase in
funding for combating youth unemployment. Not
only 10% but 15% of ESF resources should be used
for this purpose - if the NEETs (Not in Education,
Emploment or Training) figures are correspondingly
high. But what is the relationship between this target
and the REACT-EU funds? Are they to be used for
this purpose or do they come directly from the
ESF+? Such questions are in any case relevant for
the assessment of the available funds and still need
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Fund for a Just Transition:
The significant increase in the Fund for a Just
Transition to €40 billion is welcomed. This will make
it easier to promote training measures for workers
in CO2-free occupations and a more ecological and
sustainable economy.
European Social Fund Plus (ESF+):
However, apart from the additional resources for
REACT-EU, the resources earmarked for ESF+ are
decreasing. Whereas the draft budget for 2018 still
provided €101 billion, only €86.3 billion (at 2018 prices)
is now earmarked. AK criticises this reduction of ESF
funds. The ESF has already been given additional
tasks before the new crisis programme, in particular
the co-financing of the Just Transition Fund. Even
before these additional tasks, AK has already criticised
the endowment of the ESF+, as it needs considerably
more investment in a social Europe, especially with
regard to the implementation of the European pillar
of social rights, which is to be financed mainly by the
ESF. Nor can the additional resources provided by
REACT-EU help here, as this budget pot mainly covers
tasks that should not be covered by the ESF+ so far.
Even in times of crisis, however, there must be
measures for the reintegration of people who are
very far removed from the labour market, people with
health problems and measures against discrimination
against women and migrants. There are clearly fewer
resources for this in the new financial framework. That
is why the call for a significant increase in the ESF+ to
10% of the EU budget volume remains.
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EU agricultural policy and rural development:

Strengthening of InvestEU:

The budget for agriculture will be increased by € 19 billion
(€ 4 billion EAGF, € 15 billion EAFRD). This is justified by
the European Green Deal and crisis management.

As AK has already described in its statement on
the EU financial framework 2021 - 20274, measures
to strengthen investments are to be welcomed.
However, this instrument should be viewed with
scepticism because it creates the risk that losses will
be communitised and profits privatised. There is also
the risk of deadweight effects: Investments that would
have been made in any case are now partly subsidised
by the public sector. Instead of additional funds for
InvestEU, AK advocates the use of these funds for
public projects, from which private companies also
benefit through the award of contracts.

The increase in the European Fund for Rural
Development (EAFRD) is to be seen as positive in
principle, provided, however, that the funds are used for
people in rural areas. This means that social inclusion,
health centres, poverty reduction, kindergartens and
economic development must be promoted and the
objectives of the European Green Deal and the farm
to fork strategy must be approved by the agriculture
ministers. This means that clear objectives must be
linked to the use of funds.
AK rejects the increase of the European Agricultural
Guarantee Fund (EAGF) by a further €4 billion in view of
the already high level of funding. The number of farms
is constantly decreasing, so an increase in the EAGF is
incomprehensible.
AK’s criticism in principle and its call for the EAFRD to be
upgraded by reallocating funds from the EAGF remains.
It is also to be feared that the objectives of the farm to
fork strategy will not be achieved if the EAGF continues
to make little or no contribution to the sustainability of EU
agriculture.

On the second pillar
“Boosting the economy and
supporting private investment“
Solvency aid instrument:
Due to the crisis, many companies are confronted with
considerable liquidity problems through no fault of
their own. According to the European Commission, up
to 50% of companies with more than 20 employees
could run into serious financial difficulties. In order to
support the companies, solvency aid in the form of
guarantees for the European Investment Bank, which is
to ensure implementation on the ground, is in principle
to be welcomed. 5 billion is to flow this year already,
and a further €26 billion from the next financial period
onwards. However, it is not clear what criteria will be
used to assess whether or not a company will receive
aid. Small businesses in particular employ a very
considerable number of workers. It is not clear from the
present text how these companies are to be supported.
From AK’s point of view, a clear concept is needed
which lays down the conditions under which companies
receive financial aid. Aid should only be given to those
companies that maintain good standards in terms of
employment conditions.
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On the third pillar
“Learning lessons from the crisis“
New health programme and rescEU:
With lessons learned from the crisis, AK welcomes
the establishment of the EU4Health programme. Joint
crisis management and comprehensive arrangements
such as emergency response plans, stocks of
medicines and protective clothing or preventive health
care are fundamental conditions for future disasters. It
also endorses the envisaged pharmaceutical strategy
to ensure a comprehensive strengthening of selfsufficiency in the health sector.
What is missing, however, is the Commission’s
commitment to strengthening the welfare state or
welfare state measures that can prevent the worst
effects of the pandemic. Not only in the health sector,
but also in the Austrian welfare state, it is apparent that,
with the necessary resources, an anchor of stability has
been created, which has prevented a more dramatic
course in the health, social and economic effects.
Research and external actions:
Additional research funding to accelerate work on
vaccines and innovative protective measures is in
principle to be welcomed. However, there is a lack of
more detailed information on how to proceed with
successful research results: If the company in question
forgoes a profit margin, will the European Union
participate in the successful production in return, or
are there other proposed solutions? An additional €1
billion is to be made available within the framework
of neighbourhood aid and a further €5 billion through
the humanitarian aid instrument. This approach
should be supported. The pandemic does not stop at
borders and hits the most vulnerable parts of the world
hardest because they lack the financial means to take
appropriate measures against the disease.
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Equipment of further programs:
In the case of the other programmes mentioned, it
is not entirely clear from AK’s point of view what the
additional planned funds are to be used for. It is not
clear why a further EUR 4 billion is earmarked for the
common agricultural policy and must therefore be
rejected. The same applies to the items for the Asylum
and Migration Fund, the Integrated Border Management
Fund, the Internal Security Fund and the European
Defence Fund, for which there is no information on how
these additional funds are to be used. It is not least for
this reason that AK therefore advocates instead using
these funds to strengthen the European Social Fund.
Emergency instruments:
•

European Globalisation Fund: The lowering of the
threshold for mobilising the Globalisation Fund
to 250 redundancies and the increase of the
annual ceiling to € 386 million is welcomed by AK.
Nevertheless, the planned volume is very low and
must be significantly higher, especially against the
background of the current economic crisis. The
employees’ right to a say in the use of the funds,
which AK already demanded in its position in
September 2018, is unfortunately still not included
in the texts.

•

The strengthening of the Union’s Civil Protection
Mechanism in order to finance additional
investment in emergency infrastructure, transport
capacities and emergency response teams
and to enable a faster response at EU level in
emergencies should be supported.

•

The increase in the Solidarity and Emergency Aid
Reserve for humanitarian aid to €3 billion is also to
be welcomed.

On the financing of the Recovery Plan
The European Commission intends to raise up to €750
billion on the financial markets for the Next Generation
EU Fund in order to implement the economic policy
measures over the period 2021-2024 (in derogation of
the duration of the normal EU financial framework, which
runs from 2021-2027). To this end, the own resources
ceiling is to be raised in the meantime from 1.4% of gross
national income (GNI) to 2.0%. The funds raised are
to be repaid via the EU budget after 2027, but by 2058
at the latest. The loans will be repaid by the borrowing
member states. The remaining funds are to be financed
by additional new own resources, which the Commission
will present at a later date. The Commission’s current
deliberations include: An emissions trading scheme
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extended to the aviation sector (revenue around €10
billion), a CO2 border adjustment scheme (between €5
and €14 billion per year), a tax on companies that benefit
greatly from the internal market (€10 billion) and a digital
tax (up to €1.3 billion).5
In the view of AK, the Commission’s considerations
are to be welcomed. An EU financial transaction tax
and financing through part of a common consolidated
corporate income tax would also be conceivable as a
source of revenue for the EU budget.
The date for the start of repayments is very vague
and, in the extreme case, could not be made until 37
years after the funds were taken up. For this reason,
it is also completely unclear at this stage whether the
Commission’s vision of paying the loan instalments,
including interest, from the new own resources will
become reality. This leaves the question: who will
ultimately pay for the money borrowed? Employees and
consumers already finance a large part of the EU budget
with their tax money, and a further burden on employees
and consumers is out of the question for AK.
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