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The Austrian Federal Chamber of 
Labour is by law representing the 
interests of about 3.6 million em-
ployees and consumers in Austria. It 
acts for the interests of its members 
in fields of social-, educational-, 
economical-, and consumer issues 
both on the national and on the 
EU-level in Brussels. Furthermore 
the Austrian Federal Chamber of 
Labour is a part of the Austrian social 
partnership. The Austrian Federal 
Chamber of Labour is registered at 
the EU Transperency Register under 
the number 23869471911-54.

The AK EUROPA office in Brussels was 
established in 1991 to bring forward 
the interests of all its members directly 
vis-à-vis the European Institutions.

Organisation and Tasks of the 
Austrian Federal Chamber of Labour

The Austrian Federal Chamber of 
Labour is the umbrella organisation of 
the nine regional Chambers of Labour 
in Austria, which have together the 
statutory mandate to represent the 
interests of their members.

The Chambers of Labour provide their 
members a broad range of services, 
including for instance advice on matters 
of labour law, consumer rights, social 
insurance and educational matters.

Rudi Kaske 
President

More than three quarters of the 2 million 
member-consultations carried out each 
year concern labour-, social insurance- 
and insolvency law. Furthermore the 
Austrian Federal Chamber of Labour 
makes use of its vested right to state its 
opinion in the legislation process of the 
European Union and in Austria in order 
to shape the interests of the employees 
and consumers towards the legislator.

All Austrian employees are subject 
to compulsory membership. The 
member fee is determined by law and 
is amounting to 0.5% of the members‘ 
gross wages or salaries (up to the social 
security payroll tax cap maximum). 
816.000 - amongst others unemployed, 
persons on maternity (paternity) leave, 
communityand military service - of the 
3.6 million members are exempt from 
subscription payment, but are entitled 
to all services provided by the Austrian 
Federal Chambers of Labour.

Christoph Klein
Director
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Executive Summary
In its Annual Growth Survey (AGS) 2018 
the European Commission notes that 
“Social partners are essential stake-
holders in the reform process. The time-
ly and meaningful involvement of social 
partners in the design, sequencing and 
implementation of reforms can improve 
ownership, impact and delivery”. In this 
context the Austrian Federal Chamber of 
Labour (BAK) wishes to go further into de-
tail on some key statements in the Annual 
Growth Survey 2018. 

The Annual Growth Survey again contains 
a series of statements and proposals re-
garding investments, the significance 
of wage trends, and social challenges 
which can be approved of from our point 
of view. Nevertheless, there remains a 
great need for action in many policy 
areas in order to make the economic up-
swing broader and longer-lasting, and to 
improve people’s living and working con-
ditions. In this connection we refer to the 
“independent Annual Growth Survey 
(iAGS) 20181, to which we contributed: 
the analyses and recommendations it 
contains should be taken into considera-
tion by the Commission.

In our opinion, it is necessary to set the 
course of economic policy to ensure an 
upswing which encompasses everyone 
and hence reinforces itself. Starting points 
would be to close the investment gap, 
raise wages, and undertake measures to 
really improve living and working con-
ditions for EU citizens. There still remains 
the need to extend the budgetary scope 
for public investment with the introduction 
of a Golden Investment Rule in order to 

satisfy the enormous demand in many 
Member States for additional infrastruc-
ture, such as in the sectors of subsidised 
public housing, public transport, schools 
and nursery schools, energy networks, e-
mobility, broadband networks, as well as 
research & development. Adequate mini-
mum wages, strengthening collective 
bargaining systems across Europe, and 
strong trade unions are needed to herald 
a turnaround in wages policy for a Europe 
where it is not the elites who take centre 
stage, but those who create added value 
for Europe with their daily work.

In order to bring about substantive social 
progress in the EU we need to extend 
binding minimum social standards, re-
duce precarious employment, ensure 
all types of atypical employment are cov-
ered by labour and social legislation, and 
create urgently needed jobs and training 
opportunities for youth. Systematically 
linking the age of retirement to life expec-
tancy is to be decidedly rejected.

Once more we propose a new “virtuous 
triangle of prosperity-oriented econom-
ic policy” as the key reference frame in 
the European Semester. 

There is considerable need for modifica-
tion in the proposed revision of the guide-
lines for the employment policies of the 
Member States; in particular we reject the 
references regarding the decentralisation 
of collective bargaining systems and link-
ing the statutory pension age to life ex-
pectancy. 
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1. The upswing in the EU

The Commission rightly points out that 
growth in the EU is gathering speed and 
that unemployment has dropped fur-
ther. The economic landscape has in fact 
improved noticeably and this is reflected 
in the latest Eurobarometer survey2. The 
majority of EU citizens said they were 
optimistic about the future of the EU, for 
the first time since the autumn of 2007 
the position of the economy in Europe is 
more often seen positively than nega-
tively, almost three-quarters of those in-
terviewed in the euro area support the 
euro - more than at any time since 2004. 

However, the consequences of the eco-
nomic crisis have not yet been overcome 
and the recovery is showing a series of 
atypical features to which the Commis-
sion refers. The rate of unemployment, 
7.5% in the EU and 8.9% in the euro 
area, is still above the unemployment 
rate before the economic crisis. This ap-
plies to an even greater extent to the 
under-employment rate (i.e. unemploy-
ment plus involuntary part-time work-
ers and those without a job who are 
willing to work but are not recorded as 
unemployed), which was still above 21% 
in the euro area in 2016.3 And youth un-
employment still shows excessive rates 
in numerous countries. According to an 
analysis by the European Court of Audi-
tors, the EU Youth Guarantee is falling 
short4 of expectations. The Commission 
is also of the opinion that youth unem-
ployment poses a major potential risk for 
the future - with negative consequences 
for economic growth and the viability of 
social protection systems. 

Furthermore, investigations have 
shown that the upswing is of “low qual-
ity” – many of the jobs created only of-
fer part-time employment or temporary 
work contracts and are low paid5. 

The social situation in the EU continues 
to be characterised by the persistence 
of a comparatively severe disparity in 
income and wealth. And although the 
number of people in the EU threatened 
by poverty and social exclusion contin-
ues to decline, almost a quarter of the 
population of the EU (more than 115 mil-
lion people) are still affected by this6. 

In this situation the course must be set 
in terms of economic policy to bring 
about an upswing which will ben-
efit all and hence will reinforce itself. 
Starting points would be to close the 
investment gap, raise wages, and un-
dertake measures to really improve 
living and working conditions for EU 
citizens. However, in our opinion this 
can only be found in part in the AGS, 
as is explained below on the basis of 
some of the priorities proposed by the 
Commission. 

ad) Closing the investment gap

We very much welcome the fact that the 
Commission again underlines the key 
significance of investment to encour-
age growth and employment. 
 
Even though investments have increased 
recently, nevertheless there is a dan-
ger that the potential for growth will be 
curbed by the investment gap. We fully 
agree with the Commission that “Tar-

The AK’s position in detail
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geted investment in areas such as in-
frastructure, education, training, health, 
research, digital innovation, and the cir-
cular economy, can increase both pro-
ductivity and employment”. We also wel-
come the fact that the section on invest-
ment indirectly refers to the significance 
of investment in the social infrastructure, 
such as childcare, access to healthcare, 
and housing. 

However, many of these investments are 
public investments which are limited by 
European fiscal rules. Greater stimula-
tion of private investments through the 
European Fund for Strategic Investments 
(EFSI) does not address this problem. 
The extension of the EFSI  to 2020 with 
a corresponding increase in its volume 
is a step in the right direction, but it will 
remain inadequate as long as the di-
rect lever available to Member States - 
namely public investment - remains es-
sentially unused. Driving Public-Private 
Partnerships (PPP) in the Juncker Plan 
remains problematic. It can be proved 
from many projects that, ultimately, 
they turned out more expensive than if 
financed from the public purse only. Fur-
thermore, PPP models often prove to be 
a covert backroad to the privatisation of 
public services, or to cutbacks in social 
benefits and wages.

We need more public investment to 
close the investment gap and protect 
the fragile economic upswing. Even the 
Commission recommends “safeguard-
ing of public investment and increasing 
it in some Member States” in order to 
strengthen the growth potential of na-
tional economies. However, we see the 
need for a general expansion of pub-
lic investment. Public investment repre-
sents an important contribution to social 
prosperity, improves wealth distribution 
and employment, and helps to achieve 
ambitious climate and energy objectives. 

Therefore we still consider it necessary 
to increase the budgetary scope for 
public investment through the introduc-
tion of a Golden Investment Rule7 in 
order to satisfy the enormous need in 
many EU Member States for additional 
infrastructure, for example in the sec-
tors of social housing, public transport, 
schools and nursery schools, energy 
networks, e-mobility, broadband net-
works, as well as research & develop-
ment. This rule would largely eliminate 
the contradiction between the need for 
investment and fiscal rules through a 
long-term, sustainable and clean solu-
tion. It would also be a sensible compo-
nent in the process to deepen the Eco-
nomic and Monetary Union and should 
be introduced actively into the ongoing 
debate about the future.  
 
ad) Wage trends

In recent years wage trends were char-
acterised by a new interventionism8 in 
wages policy which resulted, in some 
countries, in a significant decline in 
industry-wide collective bargaining 
agreements and their binding force. 
The results were a clear decline in ac-
tual wages and increasing disparity in 
earnings, especially in South and East 
Europe. 

Although the economic environment 
continues to improve in Europe, wag-
es are rising slowly9. It is positive that 
in the meantime the Commission and 
even the European Central Bank10 have 
joined the demand of European trade 
unions for more effective wage dynam-
ics in Europe. The fact that actual wages 
must rise with growing productivity “in 
order to reduce inequalities and ensure 
high standards of living” could be inter-
preted as the Commission approaching 
the concept of a productivity-oriented 
wages policy,11 which is oriented to the 
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medium-term trend in pertinent macro-
economic labour productivity and the 
price stability objective of the ECB. How-
ever, this contradicts the recommen-
dations of the Commission on wages 
policy contained in the accompanying 
document to the AGS. For example, it 
argues in favour of the decentralisation 
of collective bargaining agreements 
in the revision of the guidelines of the 
employment policies of the Member 
States (see below). According to the 
recommendation on economic policiy 
of the euro area, only Member States 
with high current account surpluses are 
called on “to support wage growth”.

Adequate minimum wages, the 
strengthening of collective bargain-
ing systems across Europe, and strong 
trade unions are needed to herald a 
turnaround in wages policy for a Eu-
rope where it is not the elites who 
take centre stage, but those who cre-
ate added value for Europe with their 
daily work!

ad) Measures to improve living and 
working conditions

Again a series of priorities, which 
should be supported in our opinion, can 
be found in the AGS under the heading 
“Structural reforms for inclusive growth, 
upward convergence and competitive-
ness”. We agree with the Commission 
when it calls on Member States to pro-
mote a work-life balance, fight youth 
unemployment and bring about further 
progress in the integration of disadvan-
taged groups - including refugees and 
migrants - into the labour market, and 
with the high value placed on high-
quality general education and profes-
sional training accessible to all. We 
would like to highlight the reference to 
the planned European labour market 
authority, the creation of which could 

contribute significantly to finally and ef-
fectively combatting cross-border wage 
and social dumping. We have summa-
rised our  ideas and proposals on this 
important initiative of the Commission 
in a position12 paper. 

The refugee question is a major chal-
lenge for the labour markets in many 
Member States. The European Social 
Fund (ESF) is a key instrument to pro-
mote the integration of refugees in the 
labour market. However, the funds cur-
rently available have already been al-
located and will be needed for today’s 
major challenges in the labour mar-
ket, such as fighting poverty through 
measures to integrate people in the 
workplace. Therefore, the ESF should be 
increased by 10 billion euros for a new 
employment initiative for refugees. 
Funds should be distributed on the ba-
sis of the number of refugees accepted 
and the measures planned.

The measures proposed in the AGS to 
combat youth unemployment show 
that the Commission is continuing to fo-
cus primarily on improvements on the 
supply side (more information on avail-
able jobs, relevance of training, increas-
ing mobility, etc.), instead of addressing 
the problem of youth employment by 
creating urgently needed jobs and ap-
prenticeship and training positions. 

The welcome commitment to gender 
equality in the AGS will be without ef-
fect without specific objectives and 
measures. It gives cause for concern 
that, in view of the major gender-relat-
ed disparity in incomes across Europe,13 
reference is merely made to the fact 
that Member States have taken meas-
ures to reduce the disparity in income 
between men and women, but with-
out going into detail on whether these 
measures are having an effect, or which 
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measures would be necessary in order 
to bring about progress in this respect. 
This is even stranger given that the EU 
Action Plan 2017-2019 on Tackling the 
gender pay gap, published recently14, 
contains a major set of measures and 
has identified eight major strands of 
action. The non-binding recommenda-
tion of the EU for wage transparency is-
sued in 2014 should be given legal force 
since an evaluation has shown that, in 
one third of Member States, not a single 
one of the proposed initiatives has been 
introduced, and in many others the re-
sponse has been unsatisfactory.15 We 
emphatically support the Commission’s 
concern to declare wage transparency 
as mandatory since a lack of transpar-
ency is one of the greatest obstacles 
to equal pay for equal and equivalent 
work. 

We view the flexicurity approach still 
favoured by the Commission very criti-
cally. We do not share the view that ad-
ditional flexibility of labour markets is 
an appropriate tool to create jobs.
 
There are numerous studies on the la-
bour market in particular which refute 
the claim that deregulation would bring 
more employment and reduce unem-
ployment. For example, a study pub-
lished in May 2017 by16 the European 
Trade Union Institute (ETUI) was unable 
to find “any empirical evidence” that 
“deregulation has increased employ-
ment or lowered unemployment for cer-
tain groups”. On the contrary, reforms 
were “accompanied by an increase in 
precarious employment, particularly 
in countries which have deregulated 
particularly energetically”. At the same 
time, contrary to the concept of flexicu-
rity, this has not led to an expansion of 
safety nets in EU countries, but in their 
dismantling. In most EU Member States, 
the duration and amount of unemploy-

ment benefit was shortened and penal-
ties increased. In this situation we con-
sider it necessary to review the flexicu-
rity approach correspondingly.

The AGS refers to the fact that more 
flexible and atypical forms of em-
ployment are increasing. However, 
the Commission is presenting this in a 
positive light by arguing that this allows 
“companies to adjust their business 
cycle and for individuals to adjust their 
career patterns towards their desired 
work-life balance”. Nevertheless, the 
Commission recognises the danger 
that this development can lead to the 
loss of social protection. In our view it 
is absolutely essential to reduce the ex-
tent of atypical employment in Europe 
and to ramp up the efforts already un-
dertaken at the EU level to extend pro-
tection in terms of labour and social 
legislation for those in atypical employ-
ment. All forms of atypical employment 
must be covered by labour and social 
legislation.

Unfortunately, there is absolutely no 
mention in the AGS that the improve-
ment of living and working condi-
tions requires binding minimum so-
cial standards to be extended in or-
der to strengthen workers’ rights. We 
can see the need for urgent action in 
many spheres (e.g. general protection 
against dismissal, protection against 
involuntary relocation or the prohibi-
tion of zero hours contracts, continued 
remuneration during illness, quality of 
internships, etc.). We also need mini-
mum standards to strengthen social se-
curity protection. Social security benefits 
must be designed so that if a risk event 
occurs, such as illness, old age, occu-
pational disability or unemployment, 
an appropriate standard of living and 
protection against poverty are ensured. 
Since the unemployed are threatened 
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to a particularly high degree by poverty, 
social exclusion and a massive drop in 
their standard of living, a process of up-
wards convergence should be initiated 
through social minimum standards, 
mandatory across the EU17, for unem-
ployment insurance systems. 

The question of pension systems is an 
important aspect in this respect. The 
recommendation that “Member States 
should ensure the sustainability and 
adequacy of pension systems for all” 
is beyond dispute. However, what we 
continue to reject roundly are proposals 
such as, for example, linking retirement 
age automatically to increased life ex-
pectancy, even though the Commission 
has for the first time attempted to “sell” 
this as a measure to increase retire-
ment income. Member States must be 
free to decide how they want to ensure 
the financial sustainability of their pen-
sion system.

The best strategy to ensure long-term 
financing of high-quality social protec-
tion systems is to ensure the best pos-
sible integration of people of working 
age in the labour market throughout all 
age groups. 

However, a comparison with Germany 
also shows clearly that a strong state 
pension system ensures better results.18 
The reform path in Austria equally al-
lows for the key objectives of pension 
policy to ensure an adequate income 
in old age and long-term financial sus-
tainability Despite the changes in the 
age pyramid pension expenses will 
only increase very moderately in rela-
tion to GDP, even though a very broad 
and high-quality pension system will 
continue to be ensured in future by the 
Austrian pension system. In this regard 
the Commission itself refers repeat-
edly to the Ageing Report 2015, which 

forecasts a total increase in public pen-
sion expenses by a full 0.5 percentage 
points of GDP by 2060 - for us, this is 
clear proof that the Austrian pension 
system is sustainable. 

2. General comments on the “virtuous 
triangle” of economic policy proposed 
in the AGS 

In the Annual Growth Survey, the Com-
mission again commits to a “‘virtuous 
triangle’ of boosting investment, pur-
suing structural reforms, and ensur-
ing responsible fiscal policies”. As we 
already criticised in our opinion on the 
last Annual Growth Survey, this triangle 
falls too far short to be able to ensure a 
balanced economic policy. We propose 
a new “virtuous triangle of prosperity-
oriented economic policy” that should 
be enshrined in the European Semes-
ter as a key reference framework. So-
cial, economic and environmental focal 
points should be determined at the start 
of the Semester, in a much broader dis-
cussion process than hitherto, based on 
the four major objectives of prosperity-
oriented policy (equitable distribution 
of material prosperity, full employment 
and good work, quality of life, intact en-
vironment). Instead of the current score-
board, which largely focuses on the 
four stability objectives (financial mar-
kets, price trends, government activity, 
foreign trade stability), a broader set of 
indicators is required. Assuming that all 
objectives of the virtuous triangle are in 
fact measured appropriately, a much 
better foundation, based on facts, for 
a discussion of economic policy at the 
European level could be created. This 
could mean the European Semester 
would be introduced by an “Annual 
Prosperity Survey”. At a national level 
the implementation of this orientation 
to prosperity could be monitored by a 
national prosperity board to replace 

www.akeuropa.eu


www.akeuropa.eu Annual Growth Survey 2018  9

the one-sided approach of the planned 
productivity boards or the current fiscal 
boards. 

In relation to this, the effective and sys-
tematic fight against tax fraud, tax 
evasion and tax havens should be pur-
sued at the European level in order to 
create additional funds for public bene-
fits that generate prosperity. It is positive 
that this aspect is addressed directly in 
the recommendation on the economic 
policy of the euro area presented, to-
gether with the AGS, by the Commis-
sion19. However, two essential compo-
nents are missing: Firstly, in addition 
to a common consolidated corporate 
tax base, a minimum tax rate must be 
agreed and, secondly, the Commission 
should address the financial transaction 
tax in the AGS. The fact that previous ef-
forts to introduce a financial transaction 
tax were not yet successful does not call 
into question the importance and pur-
pose of this tax!

3. The proposal to change the guide-
lines for the employment policies of 
the Member States COM(2017) 677 
final ANNEX

We welcome the revision of the guide-
lines for employment policies deter-
mined in 2015 in the light of the Euro-
pean Pillar of Social Rights. However, 
the revision of the guidelines should be 
used to dispel some basic concerns. 
We would like to express our opinion on 
the individual guidelines as follows: 

Guideline 5: Boosting the demand for 
labour

The sentence “These mechanisms 
[wage setting mechanisms, ed. note] 
should take into account differences in 
skills levels and divergences in econom-
ic performance across regions, sectors 

and companies” must be viewed very 
critically. The system of industry-wide 
collective bargaining at a central level, 
as practised in Austria, is essential for 
the direction of a wages policy that is 
oriented to macroeconomic factors and 
is a necessary prerequisite for the high 
rate of cover by collective bargaining 
agreements of 98% of workers. The rec-
ommendation to orient wage-setting 
mechanisms to the varying economic 
performance levels of regions (e.g. fed-
eral states) and individual companies 
means a push towards the decentrali-
sation of collective bargaining systems. 
This must be roundly rejected, both be-
cause of its content, as well as for rea-
sons of competence (intervention in the 
autonomy of social partners in wage 
bargaining). Furthermore, this recom-
mendation does not have any foun-
dation in the European Pillar of Social 
Rights. 

Guideline 6: Enhancing labour sup-
ply: access to employment, skills and 
competences

The emphasis placed on basic and 
advanced professional training is wel-
come. However, the requirements are 
lacking the aspect of living costs dur-
ing training. In order to make basic and 
advanced training possible for adults in 
particular, living costs during basic and 
advanced training must be ensured, as 
well as work-life balance.

As BAK has stated in previous opinions 
on the subject of combatting long-term 
unemployment, once again we wish to 
emphasise that the period of 18 months 
before measures are initiated to end 
unemployment is much too long since 
by this point unemployment has clearly 
become entrenched.
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Guideline 7: Enhancing the function-
ing of labour markets and the effec-
tiveness of social dialogue 

The sentence “Employment protection 
rules, labour law and institutions should 
all provide a suitable environment for 
recruitment” can be understood in the 
sense that it is aiming in the direction 
of the deregulation of employment 
protection and labour law and the cor-
responding institutions. Such an ap-
proach is not acceptable, nor does it 
have any foundation in the European 
Pillar of Social Rights. 

Guideline 8: Promoting equal oppor-
tunities for all, fostering social inclu-
sion and combatting poverty 

The recommendation on pension sys-
tems goes well beyond the current 
guideline according to which Member 
States are to ensure the “sustainability 
and adequacy of pension systems for 
women and men”. This 2015 recom-
mendation is acceptable because it 
leaves the specific measures to achieve 
this objective to the Member States. 
However, in the revision process the 
Commission is again trying to link the 
statutory pension age to life expectancy. 
We reject the specific recommendation 
in this draft on “increasing the statutory 
retirement age to reflect life expectancy 
gains”. Furthermore, this recommen-
dation does not have any foundation 
in the European Pillar of Social Rights. 
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how-it-neither-creates-jobs-nor-reduces-labour-market-segmentation, 2017

17 https://www.awblog.at/europa-sozialer-machen-mindeststandards-fuer-die-
arbeitslosenversicherung/, 28.12.2017

18 F. Blank, C. Logeay, E. Türk, J. Wöss, R. Zwiener: Alterssicherung in Deutschland 
und Österreich: Vom Nachbarn lernen?, WSI Report, No. 27, Düsseldorf 2016. https://
www.boeckler.de/pdf/p_wsi_report_27_2016.pdf.

19 The recommendation says: “Simplifying and modernising tax systems and address-
ing tax fraud, evasion and avoidance are essential to make tax systems more efficient 
and fairer. This would help to promote investment and employment and also more 
social justice. This can free resources for public investment and, inter alia, education 
and healthcare, and contributes to supporting overall investment, quality employment 
and economic and social convergence. In particular, measures against Aggressive 
Tax Planning (ATP) are essential to secure government revenues, impede distortions of 
competition between firms, preserve social cohesion, and fight increasing inequalities. 
The Common Consolidated Corporate Tax Base (CCCTB) would contribute to the fight 
against tax avoidance, while improving the Single Market for businesses.”
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Should you have any further questions
please do not hesitate to contact

Norbert Templ
T: +43 (0) 1 501 165 2158
norbert.templ@akwien.at

and

Amir Ghoreishi
(in our Brussels Office)
T +32 (0) 2 230 62 54  
amir.ghoreishi@akeuropa.eu

Bundesarbeitskammer Österreich
Prinz-Eugen-Straße 20-22
1040 Vienna, Austria 
T +43 (0) 1 501 65-0

AK EUROPA
Permanent Representation of Austria to the EU
Avenue de Cortenbergh 30
1040 Brussels, Belgium
T +32 (0) 2 230 62 54
F +32 (0) 2 230 29 73
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