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At the Nice Euro pean Coun cil in De cem ber 2000, the heads of state and gov ern -
ment of the Euro pean Un ion (EU) were un able to come to an agree ment on ex tend -
ing quali fied ma jor ity vot ing to is sues deal ing with so cial pol icy. A pre dict able
out come, al most a fore gone con clu sion. In deed, the stream lin ing of decision-
 making pro ce dures in these mat ters would have given the Com mis sion con sid er -
able clout – as it is in charge of set ting and sched ul ing the com mu nity agenda – as
re gards is sues of le giti mate con cern for Euro pean citi zens. Yet, it is only natu ral
that na tional gov ern ments want to keep their veto. When ever de ci sions have to be
made con cern ing the size of the wel fare state or the share of GDP to be al lo cated
to so cial trans fers and pen sions, the citi zens of the vari ous EU coun tries mani fest
a clear de sire to main tain the status quo. A re cent sur vey by the Ro dolfo De -
benedetti Foun da tion shows that, when budget con straints are made clear (that is, 
when pro pos als are made ei ther to in crease both trans fers and taxes or to re duce
both), Euro pean citi zens tend to want to keep things the way they are; they would
pre fer nei ther to ex pand nor to cut back on the wel fare state.2 It would have been
dif fi cult, there fore, for na tional gov ern ments to jus tify dele gat ing re spon si bil ity for
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these mat ters to a su pra na tional author ity, es pe cially in the small EU coun tries
with com pre hen sive and gen er ous wel fare sys tems, such as the Nor dic coun tries,
or in Great Brit ain, which dedi cates less re sources to so cial ex pen di tures than the
ma jor coun tries of con ti nen tal Europe. Both feared – for op po site rea sons – be ing
drawn into the or bit of the French and Ger man wel fare sys tems.

Nev er the less, there will be a high cost to pay for not strength en ing Eu ro pe’s
su pra na tional authori ties. It will be more dif fi cult to pass re forms that in crease the
trans fer abil ity of so cial pro tec tion bene fits. It is true that pro vi sions have been in
place for years for the trans fer of nu mer ous bene fits from one coun try to an other,
in clud ing so- called “first pil lar” pen sions, but these pro vi sions must be fur ther de -
fined and ex tended (above all as re gards sup ple men tary pen sions, un em ploy ment 
bene fits and so cial as sis tance). With out this kind of up dat ing, la bour mo bil ity will
re main low in the EU. It is still hard for Euro pean citi zens to take ad van tage of one
of the main bene fits as so ci ated with be long ing to a sin gle, in te grated eco nomic
space: the pos si bil ity of chang ing your job and mov ing some where else if the com -
pany you work for or the re gion you live in is in dif fi culty. Full la bour mo bil ity in the
EU would be an im por tant form of so cial in sur ance. 3

Achiev ing this ob jec tive calls for the in ter ven tion of Euro pean su pra na tional
authori ties, not only be cause meth ods for cal cu lat ing pen sions and forms of taxa -
tion on sup ple men tary schemes have to be co or di nated among the mem ber
states, but also be cause the Com mis sion is in a bet ter po si tion than na tional gov -
ern ments to with stand pres sure from na tional lob bies (such as that of in sur ance
com pa nies) which te na ciously op pose a stiff en ing of com pe ti tion in the pro vi sion
of sup ple men tary pen sions.

 The first part of this ar ti cle con sid ers the prog ress made to date in co or di nat -
ing so cial poli cies among EU coun tries and dis cusses the am bi tious ob jec tives
es tab lished by the Lis bon sum mit. The sec ond dis cusses the con tri bu tion made by 
It aly to Com mu nity ac tion. The third as sesses the ad van tages and dis ad van tages
for It aly of a pos si ble fu ture strength en ing of Euro pean su pra na tional author ity in
these is sues.

Seek ing co or di na tion in EU so cial pol icy 

Al though the nine ties were es sen tially the Maas tricht  dec ade, char ac ter ised by
mone tary un ion and co or di na tion of mac roeconomic poli cies, they also wit nessed
a few timid steps on the part of the EU with re gard to struc tural re forms, es pe cially
in wel fare and the la bour mar ket.4

The most im por tant in no va tions in volved em ploy ment pol icy. The turn ing
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point co in cided with the be gin ning of the so- called “Lux em bourg pro cess” in 1997
and the in tro duc tion of a new chap ter on em ploy ment in the Am ster dam Treaty.
This chap ter calls for co or di na tion of na tional poli cies through a new strat egy of
“man age ment by ob jec tives”, and the Lux em bourg pro cess (thus called be cause it
was launched at the ex traor di nary EC meet ing on em ploy ment held in the Grand -
duchy in No vem ber 1997) is one way of im ple ment ing this co or di na tion. Each
De cem ber, the Un ion in sti tu tions set em ploy ment guide lines and sub se quently
ver ify by means of an in sti tu tion al ised pro ce dure whether they have been con -
cretely im ple mented by mem ber states. The Na t ional Ac tion Plans, to be
pre sented to the EU by each gov ern ment in spring, pro vide for the in volve ment of
the so cial part ners in the de fin ing of ob jec tives and in stru ments. In autumn, the EU 
as sesses the achieve ments, se lects the “best prac tices” (so- called “bench mark -
ing”) and draws up coun try spe cific rec om men da tions.

In spite of its “soft” char ac ter (that is, lack ing any bind ing or sanc tion ing
meas ures), the co or di na tion pro cess is tak ing on grow ing im por tance in the for mu -
la tion of pub lic pol icy at the su pra na tional, na tional and sub- national lev els.
Al though the ac cent is on em ploy ment, the Lux em bourg pro cess has cru cial im pli -
ca tions for other sec tors of so cial pol icy as well. It is not sur pris ing that many of the 
guide lines in the field of em ploy ment drawn up so far within the new in sti tu tional
frame work call for the re form of vari ous as pects of na tional wel fare sys tems: from
the way in which bene fits are fi nanced, to the eli gi bil ity cri te ria, to the sanc tions
ap plied to those who seem not to co op er ate with pub lic em ploy ment serv ices in
ac tively seek ing work.

A co or di na tion pro cess has also slowly started to take shape in the field of so -
cial pro tec tion as such, thanks mainly to the ef forts of the Com mis sion and the
Euro pean Par lia ment. This pro cess be gan in 1992, spurred by two rec om men da -
tions on “con ver gence” of the ob jec tives of so cial pro tec tion.5 It con tin ued with the
es tab lish ment of a sys tem of pe ri odic veri fi ca tion (the Re ports on So cial Pro tec -
tion in Europe) and the launch ing of a frame work ini tia tive on the fu ture of so cial
pro tec tion and its “mod erni sa tion” (a term coined in a 1997 com mu ni ca tion6). The
pro cess peaked  with a pro posal ad vanced by the Com mis sion in 1999 to un der -
take a “con certed strat egy for mod ern is ing so cial pro tec tion”, mod elled on the
Lux em bourg pro cess.7

A third emerg ing ele ment of Euro pean so cial pol icy (in the broad sense) is the 
so- called “mac roeconomic dia logue” in au gu rated at the Co logne sum mit in 1999
t o  f a  v o u r  co  o r  d i  n a  t i o n  a m o n g  E u r o  p e a n  b u s i  n e s s  a n d  t r a d e  u n  i o n
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rep re sen ta tives, the Com mis sion, the min is ters of fi nance and la bour, the Euro -
pean Cen tral Bank and the gov er nors of the na tional cen tral banks on the sub ject
of the in ter con nec tions be tween wage, mone tary, budget and fis cal poli cies. As
mini mal as it may seem, this new strat egy of con cer ta tion could be use ful in over -
com ing the in sti tu tional im passes in which many at tempts at “posi tive in te gra tion”
in sec tors other than those of the mar ket and the cur rency have bogged down in
the past. The first re port on in dus trial re la tions put out by the Com mis sion in June
20008 is strongly slanted in this di rec tion, aimed as it is at high light ing the prog -
ress made in strength en ing “so cial dia logue” at the Euro pean level.

Dur ing 2000, the Lux em bourg pro cess, the con certed strat egy for mod ern is -
ing so cial pro tec tion, and the mac roeconomic dia logue were given new im pe tus as 
re gards both sub stance and method by the Por tu guese presi dency (January-
 June), which cul mi nated in the ex traor di nary Lis bon Coun cil in March 2000. On
that oc ca sion, the heads of state and gov ern ment agreed upon a very am bi tious
stra te gic ob jec tive for the next dec ade: the Un ion “should be come the most com -
peti t ive and dy namic knowledge- based econ omy in the world, ca pa ble of
sus tain able eco nomic growth with more and bet ter jobs and greater so cial co he -
sion”.9 Three main ef forts have to be un der taken to reach that ob jec tive:

• the tran si tion to the new econ omy has to be ac cel er ated, in ten si fy ing all struc -
tural re forms that can fa vour com peti tive ness and in no va tion through mar ket
lib er ali sa tion;

• the Euro pean so cial model has to be mod ern ised, mak ing the poli cies in volv -
ing hu man capi tal more ro bust and fight ing so cial ex clu sion;

• de vel op ment has to be sus tained through an ap pro pri ate mix of mac -
roeconomic poli cies.

Above and be yond dec la ra tions of prin ci ple, the Lis bon Coun cil set am bi tious
ob jec tives for in creas ing the em ploy ment rate in Europe. The per cent age of the
work ing age popu la tion gain fully em ployed should in crease from 62 per cent in
1999 to 70 per cent in 2010 and the rate of fe male em ploy ment should rise to at
least 60 per cent.

As for meth ods, the Coun cil  con firmed the im por tance of “open co or di na tion”
(as in the Lux em bourg pro cess) and also in tro duced two im por tant in no va tions:

• open co or di na tion will be ex tended to edu ca tion and so cial in clu sion poli cies.
The Euro pean Coun cil will take on the task of man ag ing all pro cesses be gun
in the fields of em ploy ment, eco nomic re forms and so cial co he sion (Lux em -
bourg, Car diff, 10 Co logne, con certed strat egy, etc.). Each March, a ses sion of 
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the Euro pean Coun cil will be dedi cated to the is sue, as a gath er ing point for
and link be tween the vari ous pro cesses;

• mem ber coun tries will be com mit ted to sup port ing the over all plan (now
known as the “Lis bon strat egy”), ac tively col labo rat ing in the com mon dia -
logue and bench mark ing. Al though not ex plic itly stated, open co or di na tion
could in the fu ture be taken as a kind of pre para tory stage for the “en hanced
co op era tion” al ready men tioned in the Treaty of Am ster dam and now ex plic -
itly called for by the Nice Treaty: af ter a breaking- in pe riod, a cer tain number
of coun tries more in ter ested and open to the idea of a fed eral Europe could
move on from open co or di na tion to en hanced co op era tion – that is greater in -
te gra tion as con cerns sub stance and decision- making in stru ments.

In ad di tion to em pha sis ing so cial pol icy dur ing the March and June Euro pean
Coun cils, the Por tu guese presi dency set up a High Level Work ing Party on So cial
Pro tec tion, com posed of two high- ranking of fi cials from so cial min is tries per coun -
try, tasked with launch ing the con certed strat egy for mod ern is ing the so cial
pro tec tion sys tems. Dur ing the course of the year, the status of this new body was
raised and for mal ised: it is now of fi cially called the So cial Pro tec tion Com mit tee
and will op er ate in par al lel and con junc tion with the Em ploy ment Com mit tee cre -
ated ear lier for the op era tional man age ment of the Lux em bourg pro cess.11 In
ad di tion to im prov ing, along with the Com mis sion and Euro stat, the in for ma tion
sys tem for so cial pro tec tion (data col lec tion, analy sis and as sess ment), the new
com mit tee should help to draft the Pro gress Re port on the Lis bon Strat egy to be
pre sented an nu ally at the spring ses sion of the Euro pean Coun cil dedi cated to
eco nomic and so cial is sues, and should pro vide op era tional guide lines for achiev -
ing the four ob jec tives set down in the 1999 com mu ni ca tion12 and adopted in
Lis bon: en sur ing sus tain able pen sions, pro mot ing so cial in clu sion, de vel op ing an
ac tive em ploy ment pol icy; and im prov ing the qual ity and fi nan cial sta bil ity of the
health sys tems. The Euro pean Coun cil in Santa Maria da Feira in vited the com mit -
tee to  g ive pr i  o r  i ty  to the f i rs t  two ob jec t ives,  in  ac  cor  dance wi th  two
com mu ni ca tions on so cial ex clu sion and pen sions pre pared by the Com mis sion.13

On the op era tional plane, the Broad Eco nomic Pol icy Guide lines (BEPGs)
were ap proved be tween April and June 2000, on the ba sis of the pro ce dures set
down by the Co logne pro cess. 14 In line with its so cial ori en ta tion, the Por tu guese
presi dency worked to get around the tra di tional decision- making du opoly of the
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mu nity, sub mit ted to Santa Maria da Feira, 19/20 June 2000. 



Com mis sion and Ecofin, call ing for greater in put from other Coun cil bod ies (mainly 
the Em ploy ment and So cial Pol icy Coun cil) and the so cial ac tors, as called for by
the in clu sion of the Co logne pro cess in the broader Lis bon strat egy. As it was the
first round of the strat egy, Por tu guese ef forts were not very suc cess ful and the
BEPGs ap proved in June were fo cused mainly on eco nomic and fi nan cial is sues
(poli cies for in creas ing sta bil ity, pro mot ing a knowledge- based econ omy, sus tain -
able de vel op ment, wage mod era tion, re form of the la bour mar ket).

Fi nally, at the end of Por tugal’s term, the Com mis sion pro posed that a more
spe cific pro gramme of com mu nity ac tion against so cial ex clu sion be set up on the
ba sis of Ar ti cle 137 of the Treaty of Am ster dam.15 The ob jec tives of the pro -
gramme are to ana lyse and as sess so cial ex clu sion and the poli cies in place to
com bat it in the mem ber states, pro mote co op era tion as well as a sys tem of bench -
mark ing among coun tries, and sup port net works of ac tors in volved in the fight
against ex clu sion. The pro gramme should be agreed upon and launched in 2001.

Dur ing the French presi dency (July- December), the is sues of un em ploy ment
and wel fare un der standa bly lost ground on the com mu nity agenda, giv ing way to
in sti tu tional re forms. True, the lat ter also have a “so cial” com po nent, which came
out both dur ing ne go tia tion of the Un ion’s Char ter of Fun da men tal Rights and in
the ex ten sion of ma jor ity vot ing (one of the pro pos als be ing to ex tend it to ques -
tions con cern ing so cial se cu rity, op posed above all by Great Brit ain). 16 But the
main thrust of the In ter gov ern men tal Con fer ence lay else where, es sen tially in en -
la rge  ment ,  t he  re  ba l  anc ing o f  pow e rs  among  coun  t r ies ,  and en hanced
co op era tion. Nev er the less, there were also a few events of sig nifi cance for so cial
pol icy in the sec ond half of the year.

With the pub li ca tion of the Joint Em ploy ment Re port in Sep tem ber (for mally
ap proved by the Coun cil in De cem ber), the Lux em bourg pro cess reached its
fourth round. The Na tional Ac tion Plans that the mem ber states had pre sented in
May were as sessed by the Com mis sion, which for mu lated 55 rec om men da tions.
The guide lines pro posed for 2001 con firmed the tra di tional four “pil lars” of Euro -
pean em p loy  ment  s t ra t  egy  (pro  mot  i ng  em p loy  ab i l  i t y ,  en t re  pre neur  sh ip ,
adapt abil ity and equal op por tu ni ties) with a few im por tant nov el ties: new “hori zon -
tal” guide lines on em ploy ment rates, life long learn ing and the in volve ment of
so cial part ners; more spe cific ob jec tives rela tive to the pil lars of adapt abil ity and
equal op por tu nity; new em pha sis on the re gional di men sion of em ploy ment, the in -
volve ment of lo cal authori ties and the fight against work in the un der ground
econ omy and more. The guide lines for re gional de vel op ment and for the fight
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against un der ground work, in par ticu lar, were in tro duced upon Ital ian ini tia tive, in
an at tempt to shift the axis of Com mu nity rec om men da tions to wards prob lems of
greater con cern to EU Medi ter ra nean coun tries, given that the origi nal guide lines
were mainly tai lored to the ex pe ri ence of the north ern coun tries.

 In No vem ber, Ecofin ap proved and made pub lic a prog ress re port on the im -
pac t  o f  popu  l a  t i o n  age  i n g  on  pub  l i c  pen  s i on  s y s  t e m s ,  d ra f t ed  by  an
in ter gov ern men tal work group (co or di nated by Vit to rio Grilli of the Ital ian Treas -
ury Min is try). The re port is meant to con trib ute to length en ing the ti me frame of
eco nomic pol icy de ci sions, em pha sis ing the in ter ests of those who will be 60 in
2050. For the first time, it pro duces long- term spend ing es ti mates for all EU
coun tries, based on hy pothe ses that are con sis tent among the vari ous coun tries. 
Up to that time, vari ous coun tries had pro vided pro jec tions with shorter ti me -
frames: Lux em bourg up to 2020, Por tu gal 2025, Ger many and Aus tria 2030,
France 2040. The pro jec tions con tained in this re port cover the next fifty years
and all EU coun tries, even those that have been most re luc tant to pro duce (or at
least make pub lic) their pro jec tions for wel fare spend ing and to up date them
every two to three years, tak ing ac count of un ex pected varia tions in growth rates
and the main ag gre gates in volved in cal cu lat ing the pen sion defi cits (wages, em -
ploy ment rates, etc.) Fur ther more, the pro jec tions are based on ex plicit and
in ter nally con sis tent hy pothe ses, jointly agreed upon by a work ing group of the
EU Eco nomic Pol icy Com mit tee. For ex am ple, it is hy pothe sised that there will
be a grad ual con ver gence in growth of la bour pro duc tiv ity among mem ber states: 
as of 2025, the rate of growth of la bour pro duc tiv ity will be the same through out
the Euro pean Un ion. This is im por tant be cause small varia tions in fu ture sce nar -
ios as re gards the dy nam ics of la bour pro duc tiv ity can gen er ate con sid er able
dif fer ences in spend ing pro jec tions. Thus, these fig ures make it more dif fi cult to
pro pose po liti cally at trac tive schemes based on he roic as sump tions about mi -
gra tory trends, the growth of pro duc tiv ity or the de gree of par tici pa tion in the
la bour mar ket.  

But what aroused the great est in ter est in the press in the sec ond half of 2000
was the ap proval in Nice of the new five- year (2000-2005) Euro pean So cial
Agenda. This docu ment lays out six main ori en ta tions for EU pol icy in this field: 1)
fos ter ing more and bet ter jobs; 2) pre dict ing and man ag ing the changes in the
work place by cre at ing a new bal ance be tween flexi bil ity and se cu rity; 3) fight ing
pov erty and all forms of ex clu sion and dis crimi na tion; 4) mod ern is ing so cial pro -
tec tion; 5) pro mot ing equal op por tu nity; 6) strength en ing the so cial pol icy as pects
of en large ment and the EU’s ex ter nal re la tions. For each of these ma jor ori en ta -
tions, the agenda en vis ages a de tailed range of ini tia tives which will in volve all
im por tant ac tors: the Com mis sion, the Coun cil, the Euro pean Par lia ment, the na -
tional, re gional and lo cal gov ern ments, the so cial part ners and non- governmental
or gani sa tions. In or der to im ple ment the agenda, re course will be made to all avail -
able in sti tu tional pro ce dures: so cial dia logue, leg is la tion, struc tural funds (in
par ticu lar, the Euro pean So cial Fund), com mu nity ac tion plans, in stru ments for
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evalua tion and in for ma tion – so- called “main stream ing”17,as well as open co or di -
na tion. In line with the Lis bon strat egy, this lat ter method will be strength ened and
ex tended: strength ened by de fin ing in creas ingly so phis ti cated “per form ance in di -
ca tors” that make it pos si ble to set up score boards at the Com mis sion for moni tor -
ing and evalua tion; ex tended – for a start – to the sec tor of so cial ex clu sion. The
new So cial Pro tec tion Com mit tee will be in charge of man ag ing a new pro cess to -
gether with the Com mis sion. The first step was the pres en ta tion by each mem ber
state within June 2001 of a two- year ac tion plan for fight ing pov erty and so cial ex -
clu sion in ac cor dance with set ob jec tives and in di ca tors. This is an im por tant –
and de mand ing – in no va tion, above all for coun tries like It aly, tra di tion ally not well
equipped for op era tional (and not only de clara tory) plan ning, moni tor ing and
evalua tion.

The Ital ian point of view and Ital ian ini tia tives

As in other sec tors, Ital ian ac tion in the EU are nas in the field of so cial pol icy dur -
ing the year 2000 was char ac ter ised by lit tle at ten tion for the is sues on the agenda 
and marked prob lems in co or di na tion – both hori zon tal (among min is ters, be tween 
the gov ern ment and par lia ment) and ver ti cal (be tween the per ma nent rep re sen ta -
tives in Brus sels and the cen tral gov ern ment, be tween the lat ter and the sub-
 national gov ern ments). The re sult was lim ited ex ter nal im pact on su pra na tional
policy- making.  The most em blem atic in di ca tor of the lack of co or di na tion may well 
be the fol low ing: the De part ment of So cial Af fairs of the Prime Min is ter’s Of fice,
led by the Min is ter for So cial Soli dar ity Livia Turco, was only brought into the
decision- making pro cess in the last months of the year. Dur ing the Por tu guese
presi dency, which shaped, as pre vi ously stated, the EU agenda for so cial is sues
not only for the year 2000, but for the next five years, co or di na tion and rep re sen ta -
tion of Ital ian in ter ests was mo nopo lised by the Min is try of La bour.

The ab sence of co or di na tion was even more se ri ous if one thinks that in 2000
the Ital ian gov ern ment was in volved in at least two ef forts of great im por tance for
the com mu nity agenda: ex peri men ta tion of the Mini mum In ser tion In come (Red -
dito minimo di in se ri mento - RMI) and ap proval of the frame work law for the re form
of so cial as sis tance. The lat ter set up a solid and prom is ing in sti tu tional frame -
work for the re shap ing of many so cial bene fits and serv ices, thereby cre at ing
vir tu ous cir cles be tween as sis tance, the fam ily and the la bour mar ket. But in or der
to be come op era tional, the frame work law calls for a long list of im ple men ta tional
rules  (about 15 are the re spon si bil ity of the gov ern ment and a dozen or so of re -
gional authori ties). The re form also calls for the es tab lish ment of in for ma tion and
plan ning sys tems that will be es sen tial if It aly is to par tici pate ef fec tively in the new 
pro cess of open co or di na tion as re gards the fight against so cial ex clu sion. It
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re mains to be seen whether Ital ian in sti tu tions will be able to fill the gaps be tween
the na tional and the su pra na tional lev els as re gards both or gani sa tion and
sub stance.

Mini mum In ser tion In come (RMI) and the frame work law (legge quadro) for
so cial as sis tance re form are two largely in com plete re form fields. In re sponse to
Com mu nity urg ings, some prog ress was made in moni tor ing the la bour mar ket.
Two moni tor ing re ports, drafted in June and De cem ber 2000 by the work ing group
for moni tor ing the in ter ven tions on em ploy ment and la bour pol icy set up by the
Min is try of La bour, of fered quan ti ta tive sup port for the Na tional Em ploy ment Plan
sent to Brus sels in May 2000.18 Yet, the Min is try’s plan ning ca pa bili ties still seem
weak and the frag men ta tion of com mu nity di rec tives tends to be re flected in the
dis per sion of ini tia tive pro pos als. As the Com mis sion’s Joint Em ploy ment Re port
2000 points out,19 Ital ian plans con tinue to be eva sive about the struc ture that
should im ple ment ac tive la bour mar ket poli cies, the re form of the em ploy ment of -
fice and the es tab lish ment of a pub lic em ploy ment serv ice of the kind that ex ists in
other OECD coun tries. Ac cord ing to the Com mis sion, this keeps It aly from adopt -
ing a pre ven tive ap proach to em ploy ment prob lems. The Joint Re port also la ments 
Ita ly’s de lay in re form ing so cial buff ers.

The Ital ian gov ern ment’s most sig nifi cant con tri bu tion to com mu nity ac tion as 
re gards so cial pol icy may well have been the co or di na tion of medium- term pro jec -
tions on pen sion spend ing in the EU coun tries, men tioned pre vi ously, car ried out
by the work ing group of the EU Eco nomic Pol icy Com mit tee, co or di nated by Ital ian 
Treas ury Min is try of fi cial  Vit to rio Grilli. It goes with out say ing that this con tri bu tion 
was mainly tech ni cal.

Ita ly’s scarce in ter est in the EU agenda for so cial is sues may be due to the
tra di tional weak nesses of the Ital ian po liti cal sys tem, which make it dif fi cult to
work out me dium- to long- term strate gies. The elec toral sys tem con tin ues to re -
ward small par ties which rep re sent spe cific in ter ests – not al ways rec on cil able
with those of the broader pub lic – and the seg men ta tion within po liti cal group ings
makes it more dif fi cult to de fine me dium- to long- term strate gies for es sen tially re -
dis tribu tive poli cies such as the ones dis cussed in this ar ti cle.

Un settled issues

In this con text, nu mer ous fun da men tal prob lems of the Ital ian so cial pro tec tion
sys tem re main un solved. 20  The Ital ian sys tem still has great dif fi culty in ful fill ing
the three main ob jec tives of any  so cial pro tec tion sys tem:  1) re duc ing ex treme

85

TITO BOERI AND MAURIZIO FERRERA

18 Ital ian Min is try of La bour and So cial Pro tec tion, Rap porto di moni tor ag gio sulle po li tiche oc cu pa zi -
on ali e del la voro, nos. 1 and 2, Rome, 2000. 

19 Euro pean Com mis sion, Joint Em ploy ment Re port 2000, Brus sels, 2000.
20 See T. Boeri, Uno stato aso ci ale (Bari: Laterza, 2000).



pov erty and so cial ex clu sion; 2) pro vid ing in sur ance cov er age which mar ket
mecha nisms can not of fer against pos si ble events that pro voke a ver ti cal drop in
in come; 3) in creas ing the bene fits de riv ing from par tici pa tion in the la bour mar ket.
The lat ter has be come in creas ingly im por tant, given demo graphic trends: the only
way to avoid a de crease in the number of work ing peo ple in an age ing world is to
in crease par tici pa tion.

As con cerns the first ob jec tive, the re duc tion of ex treme pov erty, It aly is the
EU coun try with the low est trans fers to the poor est 20 per cent of the popu la tion.
As a con se quence, ex treme pov erty is more ex treme than else where, the poor est
30 per cent of the popu la tion re ceives just over 10 per cent of so cial trans fers as
com pared to the 30 per cent EU av er age. In the Neth er lands, Den mark and Swe -
den, so cial spend ing leads to an ap proxi mate 80 per cent re duc tion in the
in ci dence of pov erty, in the sense that 80 citi zens out of 100 with an in come 50
per cent less than av er age in come (those con ven tion ally called “poor” with re spect
to the rest of the popu la tion) are brought back above this thresh old by pub lic in ter -
ven tion. In It aly, only 50 per cent of the poor are taken out of pov erty. A s  a
con se quence, the poor in It aly are rela tively worse off than else where: the poor est
30 per cent of the popu la tion re ceives 12 per cent of dis pos able in come as com -
pared to an EU av er age of 16 per cent. It is true that some meas ures taken in the
last two years (from the RMI to cash bene fits for fami lies with three or more chil -
dren un der 18 years of age) are aimed at ad dress ing this situa tion, but these steps 
are still timid and in suf fi cient.21 

With re spect to the sec ond ob jec tive, re duc ing ine qual ity in the broad sense
(be tween in di vidu als, within and across gen era tions, dur ing an in di vidu al’s work -
ing life), vari ous stud ies have as sessed the de gree of tar get ing of so cial
spend ing, that is to say, the share of trans fers al lo cated to citi zens in the low est
in come brack ets. The cal cu la tions are rather com plex be cause re dis tri bu tion
does not take place only through gross so cial spend ing, but also through taxa tion 
of so cial trans fers and tax de duc tions. All known re search stud ies agree, how -
ever, that the tar get ing of Ital ian so cial spend ing is very low. For every mil lion lire 
spent on so cial poli cies, lit tle more than 250,000 lire reach the citi zens with in -
comes be low 50 per cent of the av er age. This can be ex plained to some ex tent by
the fact that pub lic pen sions ac count for a much greater share of so cial spend ing
than in other OECD coun tries, where pen sion ex pen di ture is typi cally less re dis -
tribu tive in its aims than other com po nents of the wel fare state. But the low
re dis tribu tive ca pac ity of so cial spend ing is not only the re sult of the make- up of
Ita ly’s so cial spend ing, it also de pends on the con figu ra tion of the sin gle pro -
grammes. Suf fice it to think that 30 per cent of un em ploy ment bene fits in It aly are
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paid out to per sons with an in come one third higher than av er age, as op posed to an
av er age of less than 20 in the rest of the EU. At the same time, Ital ian pen sions have 
less of a re dis tribu tive ca pac ity than in other Euro pean coun tries. It aly is the EU
coun try which spends the most for pen sions as a pro por tion of na tional in come; yet,
the pen sions re duce in come ine qual ity among peo ple over 55 years of age much
less than else where.22 The Gini in dex (a meas ure of in come con cen tra tion which in -
creases as ine qual ity in in come dis tri bu tion in creases) cal cu lated for over
64- year- olds, drops much less in It aly than in other EU coun tries when the pen sion
is cal cu lated as part of dis pos able in come. For years, Ital ian pub lic pen sions had
per verse re dis tribu tive ef fects, re ward ing civil ser vants and those with higher
wages in the last years of their work ing ca reer, rather than in di vidu als who had had
lower in comes through out their work ing lives.

As for the third ob jec tive, to stimu late par tici pa tion, for years in It aly those
who con tin ued to work af ter 55 had, de facto, to pay a tax of 70-80 per cent of their
net work in come! This fig ure is ob tained by com par ing the varia tions in the in di -
vidu al’s pen sion wealth if he or she works one year more with the in come
ob tain able by con tinu ing to work, af ter taxes and so cial con tri bu tions. No other
Euro pean coun try has so strongly dis cour aged peo ple from work ing af ter the age
of 54. It is no won der, then, that It aly is the OECD coun try with the low est rate of
par tici pa tion in the work force. Only 57 per cent of peo ple be tween the ages of 15
and 64 have a job or are look ing for one: 43 work ing age Ital ians out of a 100 (com -
pared to lit tle more than 30 in the Euro pean Un ion and 22 in the United States) not
only do not work, but are not ac tively look ing for a job.

Con clu sions

Achiev ing the am bi tious ob jec tive of in creas ing the em ploy ment rate set down dur -
ing the Lis bon sum mit (and fur ther re it er ated at the Stock holm sum mit in March
2001) calls for sub stan tial fur ther re form of the Ital ian wel fare sys tem. The sys tem
should be fairer, able to pro tect many from the risk of un em ploy ment rather than
ac com pany a few out of the work force, and able to pro vide greater in cen tives to
par tici pa tion, above all on the part of work ers close to re tire ment age. These are
cru cial mat ters that can not be put off any longer. The year 2001 is the year set for
a veri fi ca tion of the state of im ple men ta tion and prog ress of the Dini re form; this
should be con sid ered an op por tu nity to ac cel er ate this re form, which would oth er -
wise be en forced too gradu ally.

Can the Euro pean Un ion help to deal with the prob lem? As men tioned in the
be gin ning, the Euro pean su pra na tional authori ties can not re place na tional gov -
ern ments in this field. Ex ces sive pro tago nism could be coun ter pro duc tive in that
su pra na tional authori ties would in any case not be able to take ac count of na tional
speci fici ties and re form tra jec to ries which can not but dif fer from coun try to
coun try.
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Nev er the less, Europe can be of help in im prov ing the ef fi ciency, ef fec tive -
ness and eq uity of the wel fare sys tems of its mem ber coun tries. And it can do so in 
es sen tially three ways. First, by fa vour ing the ex change of ideas and en cour ag ing
co or di na tion among the so cial poli cies of the mem ber states. To some ex tent, this
is al ready hap pen ing; but in stead of tir ing mem ber coun tries with long lists of rec -
om men da tions that grow with every round (as with the guide lines for com pil ing the
Na tional Em ploy ment Plans), the EU should in sist more on moni tor ing, as sess -
ment and bench mark ing, thereby stimu lat ing bet ter man age ment of pub lic
re sources in the vari ous coun tries, start ing with re form of the ad mini stra tions
called upon to im ple ment the ac tions planned by the na tional gov ern ment. Pro mo -
tion of greater ef fec tive ness and ef fi ciency of so cial pro tec tion sys tems against
the back grounds of age ing popu la tions was of fi cially in di cated as a pri or ity on the
Euro pean agenda by the Stock holm Euro pean Coun cil in March 2001 dedi cated to
eco nomic and so cial is sues. 

Sec ondly, the EU could pro vide in cen tives for the grad ual in tro duc tion of  a
real pan- European sys tem of as sis tance of last re sort, a safety net aimed at pre -
vent ing forms of ex treme pov erty, a mini mum in come for Euro pean citi zens that
brings the sys tems that ex ist in al most all EU coun tries closer to gether. Europe
can also press gov ern ments to de cen tral ise the man age ment of trans fers above
this mini mum in come, re ly ing more on the so- called third sec tor at lo cal level and
fa vour ing con trols on the will ing ness to work of those re ceiv ing un em ploy ment
bene fits through closer links be tween con tribu tors and spend ing cen tres. 

Fi nally, it can de mand greater trans par ency in fi nanc ing the wel fare state.
Many – too many – Euro pean citi zens do not know how much it costs and, if we are
to go by sur veys, over es ti mate the trans fers they can rea sona bly ex pect from the
pen sion sys tem in the years to come. Hence the use ful ness of co or di nated fore -
cast ing on pen sion spend ing at the Euro pean level. The Com mu nity should
pres ent it self to Euro pean citi zens as a guar an tee of the im proved func tion ing of
their wel fare sys tems, re ward ing those that prove ca pa ble of more ef fec tive man -
age ment of so cial spend ing. The Euro pean Com mis sion has planned to put
for ward con crete pro pos als (by means of a com mu ni ca tion sched uled for Sep tem -
ber 2001) on co op era tion at Euro pean level as re gards pen sions: it can only be
hoped that mem ber states – and above all It aly – will se ri ously sup port this
ini tia tive.
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