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The Presidents Board of the ESC took a decision to develop on its own initiative an analysis on 

“THE IMPACT OF THE CRISIS ON ACHIEVING THE LISBON EMPLOYMENT 

OBJECTIVES”. 

The development of the analysis was assigned to the Commission for International Co-operation 

and European Integration. 

The draft of the analysis was developed and adopted by the Commission and presented to the 

President of the Economic and Social Council for putting it forward at a Plenary session. 

The ESC adopted the following analysis at its Plenary Session, held on 28 September 2009.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

1.1. The European Union’s Lisbon strategy (relaunched, 2005) focuses on achieving high and 

sustainable economic growth and more and better jobs. The other, closely related to the 

Lisbon strategy, strategic documents such as the European Employment Strategy
1
 and the 

Employment Guidelines
2
 - goals, recommendations and indicators to be achieved by 

2010, pose a considerable challenge to the future development of the community and the 

member states in the field of the labour market. The progress, which was achieved in 

attaining the majority of the labour market objectives in the field of employment, 

unemployment, social integration and others before the start of the world financial and 

economic crisis (2008), has been put to the test. 

1.2. In 2008 the EU and the individual member states achieved the highest indicators and 

brought them closer to the objectives of the Lisbon strategy set for 2010 in terms of the 

level of: employment – 70% in total for the population between 15 – 64 years, including 

the female employment rate – 60%, for older people – 50%; the level of youth 

unemployment (not higher than 10%) etc. Both in the Union as a whole and in almost 

every countries, although with different dynamics and at different rates, we observe a 

significant increase in the levels of employment and getting closer to the goals that have 

been set. In 2008 the level of employment achieved in the EU was 65.9%, for women – 

59.1%, older workers – 45.6%, and the level of youth unemployment was 14.9%. 

The outlined consequences of the world financial and economic crisis, which has hit the 

EU member states too, resulted not only in a time lag, but also in a decrease in the target 

indicators achieved in 2008. 

1.3. The crisis has affected the achievement of the set goals, which the individual member 

states have included in their national programmes for reforms in order to attain the 

objectives of the Lisbon strategy. The forecast dynamics and direction of achieving the 

specific parameters on the labour market by 2010 are undergoing significant changes 

under the new conditions of world financial and economic crisis. 

1.4. The crisis has led to changes in the conditions on and the development of the labour 

market, thus slowing down the process of attaining the objectives set in the Lisbon 

strategy and its amendments, made at later top-level forums, but it has also reversed the 

achievements. In this context, a reassessment is required both of the new situation related 

to the negative impact of the crisis on the achievement of the Lisbon strategy criteria in 

2010, in particular those in the field of labour market, the employment level and quality 

and the level and structure of unemployment, and on the evaluation of the influence and 

the results of the European anti-crisis programme. 

                                                        

1 European Employment Strategy 

2 Employment Guidelines 
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1.5. As a consequence of the crisis the employment level, which was reached in Europe in the 

second half of 2008, began to decline. The general employment level has been decreasing 

in all EU countries, but at a different rate. It has become absolutely clear that, under the 

conditions of a general tendency towards a decrease in the employment level, it cannot be 

expected that a general EU employment level of 70% will be reached by the end of 2010 

since in almost half of the member states the employment level has dropped and has 

reached levels of below 65%. 

1.6. It is quite plausible that the Lisbon objective of 60% employment for women by 2010 

will be achieved. Most member states (18 in number) have reached the targeted 

employment level for women or have got closer to it. Regardless of this fact, in order to 

achieve the set goals in 2010 it is necessary to take measures which will not only stabilize 

the achieved level, but will also raise the female employment level. 

1.7. Before the beginning of the crisis in the EU, a considerable progress was made in 

implementing the Lisbon strategy for 50% employment for older people. Unlike the 

achievements related to the other aims in the field of employment, which were 

determined by the Lisbon strategy and the successive EU forums and decisions, it was 

only the employment level for older workers that did not decrease during the first quarter 

of 2009 compared to the previous year. Thus, the positive trend in this indicator over the 

last two years persists during 2009 as well, although at a slower rate. Despite this healthy 

development and the weak negative impact of the crisis on the changes in this indicator, 

we can assume that it is not very realistic to expect to achieve the goal in this field within 

the remaining year and a half since the gap to the 50% employment level for older people 

remains significant. 

1.8. The group of the young people has been affected most seriously by the crisis in 

comparison with the other vulnerable groups in the European labour market. The 

employment level for them dramatically decreased and reached the alarming 35.5% in the 

first quarter of 2009 (i.e. by 1.5 points lower than the level in 2008). The significant 

increase in youth unemployment during 2008 and 2009 renders impossible the 

achievement of the Lisbon objective for 10% youth unemployment during 2010. The 

achievement of this goal requires not only high and sustainable economic growth, but 

also special measures to promote the inclusion of young people in the employment, their 

fast adjustment to the requirements of the business and the new conditions and to 

improve the quality of their education and the professional qualification. 

1.9. The Bulgarian economy and the Bulgarian labour market felt the negative impact of 

the world crisis at the end of 2008, which exacerbated in the beginning of 2009. Before 

the crisis the Bulgarian labour market was characterized by excess supply of under-

qualified workforce, relatively high structural unemployment component and long-term 

unemployment. The consequences of the crisis for the parameters of the Bulgarian labour 

market can be seen in the gradual increase of unemployment, the decrease in 

employment, reducing the number of new jobs in a number of economic sectors. 

1.10. The expectations in Bulgaria are for accelerated tendency towards decreasing the number 

of employed people during 2009 resulting from the time lag in the development of the 
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crisis processes and the implementation of the contracts and orders signed during the past 

year in the field of industry and the service sector. 

1.11. There is a considerable decrease in employment in the separate sectors of the Bulgarian 

economy (metallurgy, chemical industry, coal mining, machine industry, construction, in 

the field of finance and consultancy) in certain regions and towns. In accordance with the 

recently adopted Opinion of the ESC it is in these sectors, regions and towns that the 

level of general unemployment is likely to reach 40 - 50%, and in certain smaller villages 

even higher levels
3
. 

1.12. The negative impact of the crisis on the Bulgarian labour market is enhanced by the 

existence of additional factors such as the return of more and more Bulgarian emigrants 

from the countries where they worked until recently (Spain, Italy etc.), the demotivation 

and dequalification of the human resources in the country, the insufficiency of qualified 

workers in certain professions for which there is demand, even in times of crisis, the 

increasing level of unemployment, the high share of the long-term unemployment. 

1.13. The employment level, reached in Bulgaria (64% in 2008 and 63.3% in the second 

quarter of 2009), helped the country to get closer to the Lisbon objective (of 70%) and it 

is the result of both the relatively high economic growth and the active labour market 

policy. 

1.14.  The decrease in employment and the increase in unemployment, which started in the 

beginning of 2009 may result in encountering difficulties in reaching the Lisbon strategy 

objectives related to the labour market, since it is not clear yet when the crisis will end 

and there is too little time left until 2010. 

1.15. It is quite probable that Bulgaria will reach the Lisbon strategy objective for 60% 

employment for women by the end of 2010. The current level of female employment is 

nearly 60% (and if the crisis had not started, these levels would have been attained in 

2009), on the other hand the impact of the crisis on the general employment for women is 

for the time being weaker than that for men. 

1.16. Bulgaria belongs, along with the Czech Republic, to the small group of EU countries, 

which are close to the target level of 50% employment for older people. The level, which 

was achieved in our country (46% in 2008 and 46.5% in the second quarter of 2009) has 

not only been preserved, but has been slightly on the increase. Despite this positive trend, 

the slow and unstable, in terms of dynamics, increase in this indicator determines the 

limited opportunities for achieving the objective by the end of 2010. 

1.17. The level of employment among young people, though low, went on increasing in the 

beginning of 2009, which makes our country one of the few exceptions among EU 

counties where such developments can be observed. Despite the positive change in youth 

employment, it is quite unlikely that the decrease in unemployment to 10% (Lisbon 

                                                        

3 Opinion of the ESC “The Bulgarian economy under the global financial and economic crisis – problems, challenges and 

opportunities” 
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objective for 2010) will be achieved. The considerable margin (more than 4 points), as 

well as the stronger impact of the crises, in general, on youth unemployment, makes it a 

task, which is hard to be achieved in the remaining relatively short period of time. 

1.18. Undoubtedly the crisis will affect the process of attaining the Lisbon objectives (2000), 

which the individual countries have included in their national reform strategies and 

programmes. It will be very hard to achieve the forecast dynamics in attaining the 

specific parameters in the labour market in terms of the rate of economic activity, 

employment, unemployment etc. in the remaining short period of time since the crisis has 

led to a slowdown and in a number of cases it has even reversed things to past-year 

levels. 

1.19. The achievement of the objectives set out in the Lisbon strategy in terms of 2010 

employment poses a considerable challenge, especially under the current crisis, for most 

of the member states and for the EU as a whole. The adopted programmes and anti-crisis 

measures will probably not be sufficient to offset he crises, which are holding back the 

development. 

The Economic and Social Council of the Republic of Bulgaria feels that, at this stage, it is 

reasonable to present comparative and comprehensive analyses and well- substantiated 

assessment of the opportunities to achieve the strategic labour market objectives set in the 

Lisbon strategy by 2010. At the same time, the ESC supports the opinions expressed by EU 

officials concerning the need for developing a Lisbon strategy for the period after 2010, 

which will let EU unite again the efforts of the member states in order to overcome the 

aftermaths of the current crisis and to achieve new, higher goals in its economic and social 

development. 

2. The state of employment and challenges to achieving the Lisbon objectives 

Achieving the Lisbon employment objectives by 2010 requires a relatively high rate of increase 

in employment. After the adoption of the Lisbon strategy the EU employment displayed an 

uninterrupted tendency towards an increase at growing rates. From the second quarter of 2008 

the employment growth rates have been lowering at high rates in comparison with the rates 

achieved in 2006 and 2007. In the middle of 2008 the employment growth rates became negative 

(a decrease by 0.9 percentage points – from 65.5% in the first quarter of 2008 to 64.6% in the 

first quarter of 2009). Should this tendency be preserved during the whole 2009, we can expect a 

further lagging behind the objectives set out in the Lisbon strategy for achieving 70% 

employment rate on average in the EU in 2010. Thus, all things equal, the achievement of the 

main strategic objective in the Lisbon strategy for high and sustainable economic growth and 

more and better jobs has been considerably slowed down by the prolonged and in some countries 

deepening financial and economic crisis. 

2.1. Economic growth 

2.1.1. The European Union as a whole has not achieved over the entire period (with the 

exception of 2008) the forecast 3% growth and it is neither getting high, nor stable. This 

occurred in some countries, including Bulgaria. From the beginning of 2009, however, 

there has been a negative growth in the EU (during the first quarter of 2009, calculated on 
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year basis, it was high – 4.7%). There has been a drop in production in all member states, 

and in some of them it has been very high (between 6 – 11%). There is hope for reversing 

the negative trend in the economic development due to the positive results, achieved in 

two of the largest EU economies (Germany and France) during the second quarter of 

2009. 

2.1.2. The aggravation of the economic crisis in the EU countries reached its peak in the first 

quarter of 2009 (the GDP in the community slipped by 2.4% in the first quarter of the 

year after a drastic slump of -1.8% during the last quarter of 2008). The second quarter of 

2009 signalled an improvement in the situation. The drop rate has significantly lowered 

in all countries (with the exception of Latvia). The economies of Germany, France, 

Greece and Slovakia have registered positive GDP growth. One of the reasons for this 

lies in the adopted measures on the part of the EU and the governments of the individual 

countries to stimulate domestic consumption, investments and manufacture. 

2.1.3. The comparative analysis of the data on the economic development within the EU leads 

to drawing the following conclusions: 

- the recession has hit all EU countries with the exception of Poland, where growth was 

registered in the beginning of 2009; 

- the depth of the recession in the separate EU countries is quite different. The Baltic 

republics (Lithuania and Latvia) and Slovakia registered the most considerable drop 

(by more than 10%) in the first quarter of 2009. The decrease in production in the 

biggest European countries (Germany, Italy and the UK) has also been significant. In 

the first quarter Germany registered the biggest slump in GDP in comparison with the 

other bigger countries. The drop in output in Italy and the UK was by more than 

2.5%. Among the big countries solely France registered a smaller drop in the second 

quarter of the year (-1.3%). In the remaining EU countries the contraction in output 

varied, but the crisis in these countries deepened in the second quarter; 

- the second quarter of 2009 saw the first signs of reversal in the economic 

development. All countries (with the exception of Latvia) witnessed a considerable 

drop in the decline rate. Output in the Community has decreased by 0.3%, which 

marks a significant progress in comparison with the previous quarter. 

2.1.4. The Bulgarian economy entered recession a bit later in comparison with most EU 

countries. The impact of the crisis on the Bulgarian economy became evident in the 

second half of 2008 and at the end of 2008 the GDP growth slumped by 3.5 points in 

comparison with the first quarter. In the first quarter of 2009 GDP considerably decreased 

(-3.5%) and this trend continued in the second quarter (-4.8%). Given the drop in the 

other member states, the depth of the recession can be defined as moderate,   

2.1.5. The slump in the economic activity in Bulgaria has most seriously affected the industry 

(mining and processing industries) and the construction business. The industrial output in 

June plummeted by 18.7% in comparison with the same month of 2008. The most 

dramatic drop was seen in the mining industry (-32.6%) and the processing industry (-
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21.5%). In May 2009 production in the construction business decreased by 14.9% in 

comparison with the previous (2008) year. 

2.2. Employment 

2.2.1. The considerable decrease in employment in the EU affected negatively the general level 

of employment (64.6% during the first quarter of 2009, which is by 0.9 points lower than 

the previous year). The changes in this indicator after 2005 registered stable growth (by 

2.3 percentage points), but nevertheless, the levels reached in the EU on average in 2008 

(65.9%) are considerably below the set target. 

2.2.2. The comparative analysis of the employment level between the first quarters of 2008 and 

2009 by groups of countries (based on how far they are from achieving the Lisbon 

objective) allows us to draw the following conclusions: 

• Six European countries have reached a level of employment equal to or higher 

than the set target of 70% (The Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, Germany, 

Austria, the UK). Currently, the biggest drop is registered in Sweden, the UK and 

Denmark. Four other countries joined the group of countries with 70% 

employment rate in the third quarter of 2008 (Cyprus, Estonia, Slovenia and 

Finland). Later, as a consequence of the crisis, Cyprus left the group. 

• Six other countries have reached a level of employment of over 65% (yet below 

70%). Their number remains unchanged, since in the first quarter of 2008 Latvia 

left the group, but Cyprus joined. Estonia is the country with the biggest decrease 

in the employment level in this group, while the remaining countries are close to 

the 65% level. 

• The biggest group of countries (10 in number) have reached an employment level 

of between 60 – 65%. Bulgaria joined this group over the past years. In 

comparison with the first quarter of 2008 three new countries joined this group 

(Ireland, Latvia and Spain), where the most significant slump in the employment 

level in the EU was observed. 

• 5 countries, which have registered below 60% employment level belong to the 

last group. These are: Poland, Italy, Romania, Hungary and Malta. The impact of 

the crisis does not bring about a change in the number of countries in this group or 

its structure. Here the convergence of the employment coefficient is relatively 

weaker, though there is a slight increase for Poland and Malta. 

2.2.3. The degree to which employment shrinks varies in the different countries.  The biggest 

drop occurred in the Baltic countries and Ireland. In the former the considerable drop in 

employment is in line with the strong contraction in the economic activity. In Ireland the 

rate at which the number of employed goes down has been increasing over the last 

quarters. There is also a considerable drop in employment in the bigger economies 

(France, the UK and Italy) but its degree is lower than the contraction in the economic 

activity in these countries. This is due to the continuation of the labour commitments and 

also to the measures, which were undertaken to preserve employment. In Germany, 
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despite the deepening recession, employment increased during the entire 2008, though at 

decreasing rates. 

2.2.4. The decrease in the employment level at the end of 2008 and the beginning of 2009 

actually affected all EU member states, though to a different degree. The most 

considerable decrease was registered in the countries with the highest slump in the 

economic activity and in the number of employed (Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Ireland and 

Spain). Only in Poland and Germany the employment level remains higher in comparison 

with the previous year, despite the slip from the beginning of the year. 

2.2.5. The consequences of the economic crisis on the Bulgarian labour market became visible 

at the end of 2008 and went on worsening during 2009 with an increasing intensity in 

comparison with the previous year. During the first quarter of 2009 the number of 

employed people decreased by 24.4 thousand (0.8%), and during the second quarter – by 

66.5 thousand (i.e. by another 2%) in comparison with the previous year. 

2.2.6. The general employment level during the second quarter of 2009 (63.3%) decreased (by 

0.7 percentage points) compared with the 2008 level (64%) and actually has an identical 

trend with the dynamics of this indicator in the EU. 

2.3. Female employment 

2.3.1. The female employment level for women in the EU increased from 57.3% in 2006 to 

59.1% in 2008, thus getting much closer to achieving the set objective – 60% in 2010. 

2.3.2. The greater part of the member states (18 in number) have reached the set objective 

(60%) or are close to achieving it. The comparative analysis of the data by countries, 

grouped according to reaching the Lisbon objective, leads to drawing the following 

conclusions: 

• 14 EU countries reached the set objective in the first quarter of 2009, despite the decrease 

in the employment level for women. In 10 of the countries from this group the 

employment level decreased, with the biggest decline in Latvia (-2 points) and Sweden (-

0.9 points). Four countries in this group registered some progress in the change in the 

employment level – The Netherlands (1.6 points), Austria (1.3 points), Slovenia (0.9 

points) and Denmark (0.2 points). During that period only the situation in Ireland got 

considerably worse (-3 points) and the country registered lower (57.7%) than the forecast 

employment coefficient for women. 

• Other four countries reached a female employment level of between 55 – 60% (Bulgaria, 

Ireland, The Czech Republic and Belgium). The decrease in the employment level in 

these countries, with the exception of Ireland, was relatively low (below half percentage 

point). 

• Four other countries registered employment level of between 50 – 55%. Among these 

only Poland achieved positive growth (1 point), while the others witnessed a drop, which 

differed in the separate countries. 
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• Only four countries registered the lowest employment level (below 50%). The situation 

in these countries is quite diverse. While Malta and Greece made progress, Italy and 

Hungary registered a drop of up to half a percentage point. 

2.3.3. The impact of the crisis on the female employment level resulted in an insignificant drop 

(by 0.2 points) in comparison with the first quarter of the previous year, reaching 58.4% 

in the first quarter of 2009. This drop was considerably bigger (-1.6 points) for men. This 

reduced the difference between employment levels by gender and it became 12.4 

percentage points (with 13.6 points during the first quarter of 2008). 

2.3.4. The relatively slight decline in female employment has a negative impact on the 

employment level and on achieving the objective of 60% for 2010, set in the Lisbon 

strategy. 

2.3.5. In Bulgaria the level and dynamics of the female employment level (59.5% in 2008 and 

59% in the second quarter of 2009) are commensurate with the achieved in the EU and 

closely approaches the target – 60% in 2010. 

2.3.6. The dynamics in female employment in Bulgaria is similar to the dynamics in the general 

employment. We observed a drop in the growth rate until the end of 2008 in comparison 

with the previous year and a negative growth during 2009. During the first quarter of 

2009 the female employment decreased by 1%, and during the second – by 1.9%. 

2.4. Employment of older workers 

2.4.1. The employment level, reached for older workers in the EU, was 45.6% in 2008, with a 

targeted level of 50% for 2010 and went on growing even in 2009, though at a slower 

rate. The employment level for this age bracket increased from 42.3% in 2005 to 45.6% 

in 2008. After 2006 the employment level for older workers increased by 1.2 points in 

2007, and then in 2008 – by 0.9 points. 

2.4.2. Unlike the other target employment indicators, set forth in the Lisbon strategy, only the 

employment level for older workers did not decrease during the first quarter of 2009 in 

comparison with the previous year. 

2.4.3. The comparative analysis of the achievement of the individual EU countries to fulfill the 

Lisbon strategy to reach the 50% average employment level for older workers gives 

ground for drawing the following conclusions: 

• 13 EU countries achieved the set goal during the first quarter of 2009. The impact of the 

crisis did not affect their number or structure. Significant differences were observed in 

terms of the dynamics of the processes. Germany and The Netherlands have achieved a 

considerable growth in the employment level for older people (3.2 and 2.5 points 

respectively). In Estonia, given the strong decline in the general employment level, this 

indicator has increased by 1.1 points. The most significant drop has been observed in 

Denmark and Ireland. 
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• Only two countries have reached an employment level for older people between 45 – 50 

per cent (The Czech Republic and Bulgaria). Both countries marked a considerable 

progress in the first quarter of 2009 compared to the corresponding quarter of the 

previous year (0.7 and 1.2 points respectively). Spain joined this group of countries in the 

first quarter of 2008, but as a result of a drop in this indicator it dropped out in 2009 (-0.7 

points). 

• Four countries have reached an employment level for older people between 40 – 45%. 

Among these only Romania has registered an increase of 0.5 points. 

• The group of the countries below the 40% level is considerable (8 countries). Nearly all 

countries from this group have made progress in changing this indicator, but to a different 

degree. The biggest increase was recorded in Slovakia, Italy and Slovenia. The increase 

in France and Poland (two of the biggest EU countries) was modest (0.6 and 0.9 points 

respectively). Only Belgium registered a decrease in employment levels for older people 

(by 0.6 points) reaching 34% in the beginning of 2009. 

2.4.4. In 2008 and 2009 the number of employed older people in Bulgaria increased. During 

the fourth quarter of 2008 they increased by 35.5 thousand (9.2%) in comparison with the 

previous year. During the first and second quarter of 2009 the number of employed 

increased by 7.3% and 2.7% respectively (on year basis). What is more, there is growth 

in employment for older people, despite the fact that the crisis exacerbated during these 

quarters,. 

2.5. Youth employment 

2.5.1. The Lisbon strategy and the Employment Recommendations place special importance on 

adopting efficient measures for stimulating and increasing employment for young people. 

One of the most pressing issues is the youth employment under the current deepening 

crisis. 

2.5.2. The impact of the crisis on youth employment in the EU is extremely negative. The 

number of working young people in the EU decreased by approximately 1.4 million (-

6.0%) during the first quarter of 2009 in comparison with the same quarter of 2008. 

There is a drop in youth employment in almost all countries. There was very steep 

decline during the second half of 2008 and the beginning of 2009. Only a few countries 

(Denmark, Bulgaria, Cyprus, The Netherlands and Romania) registered an increase 

during this period. Despite all that, these countries also recorded a decrease in 

employment after the third quarter of 2008. 

2.5.3. The countries with the most dramatic slump in their economic activity (the Baltic 

countries, Spain and Ireland) are among those with the strongest decrease in youth 

employment. The number of employed young people in these countries dropped by more 

than 20% during the period under consideration. In some of the bigger European 

countries (France, Germany and Poland) there is a 3% slump, while in the remaining (the 

UK and Italy) the slump is bigger (6% for the UK and 10.1% in Italy). 
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2.5.4. The decrease in the number of employed youth results in a significant decline in the 

attained employment coefficient. The employment coefficient for the EU in general 

between the first quarters of 2008 and 2009 decreased by 1.9 points, while for the same 

quarters of 2007 and 2008 there was a growth of 0.9 points. Most of the EU countries 

registered a drop in the youth employment level, and the most significant drop was 

registered in Ireland, Latvia and Spain (-10.2, -10.5 and -7.2 points respectively). A 

positive change was registered in the countries with growing youth employment 

(Denmark, The Netherlands, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Greece and Romania). 

2.6. Unemployment 

2.6.1. The decrease in unemployment (overall, for women, young people and older people) in 

the EU is one of the main labour market objectives and a result of attaining the goals set 

forth in terms of economic growth and employment by the Lisbon strategy. As a result of 

the measures, adopted by the EU countries, it decreased (-1.9 points) prior to the start of 

the crisis. For the period 2005 – 2007 the level of EU overall unemployment decreased 

from 8.9% in 2005 to 7% in 2008. This process took place in most EU member states. In 

some of them – those with relatively higher unemployment – the decrease was more 

significant (Poland and Slovakia). The unemployment in Poland reached 7.1% in 2008 

and in Slovakia - 6.8 points. 

2.6.2. The exacerbation of the crisis, which started in the middle of 2008, caused a sharp 

increase in unemployment in the EU. During the first quarter of 2009 the overall 

unemployment coefficient rose by 1.7 points and reached levels close to 8.7%. The latest 

monthly data show that the unemployment in the EU went on growing during the second 

quarter of 2009, but at a decreasing rate. In May 2009 it reached 8.9%, which is an 

increase by 2.1 points on the previous year. 

2.6.3. The increase in EU unemployment is a result of its growth in all countries in the Union. 

In the bigger countries (France, Italy and the UK) the increase is moderate. The 

unemployment in Germany and Poland is less susceptible to the drop in the economic 

activity. The greatest increase in unemployment is registered in Spain, where during the 

first quarter of 2009 it reached 17.4%. A significant increase in unemployment is 

observed in the three Baltic countries (Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia) where it has 

reached more than 11%. There is high unemployment (over 10%) in Ireland, Hungary 

and Slovakia. A slighter increase in unemployment is registered in The Netherlands and 

Austria, while in Cyprus it remains unchanged in comparison with the previous year. The 

lowest unemployment level characterized these countries during the first quarter of 2009 

(3.2% in The Netherlands, 4.6% in Cyprus and 4.7% in Austria). 

2.6.4. From the start of 2009 and due to the deepening economic recession, the unemployment 

in Bulgaria started to increase gradually, following the decline in the last years, including 

the entire 2008. During the first quarter of 2009 the unemployment level reached 6.4%, 

but remained by 0.2 points lower on the previous 2008. The crisis, which exacerbated in 

the next quarter, did not have a significant impact on the unemployment. It preserved the 

same level and the number of unemployed reached 221.2 thousand  (by 900 people more 
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than the previous quarter). In comparison with the previous year the number of 

unemployed rose by 15.1 thousand (7.3%). 

2.6.5. In one of its Opinions
4
 the ESC states that when assessing the actual unemployment level 

in the country, in addition to the registered unemployed, we should take into account the 

greater part of the so-called discouraged people (long-term unemployed above 15 years, 

who are not looking for a job, assuming that they will not find one) and as a result the 

relative unemployment level will probably exceed 10 – 11% of the economically active 

population in the country. 

2.7. Youth unemployment 

2.7.1. Youth unemployment in the EU rose from 14.9% in the first quarter of 2008 to 18.9% in 

the first quarter of 2009 (i.e. by 4 points). During the next months of 2009 the number of 

unemployed young people kept going up and in May 2009 it reached 5.3 million (19.5%). 

The significant increase in youth unemployment in 2008 – 2009 in the EU puts to the test 

the fulfillment of the Lisbon objective for achieving a 10% level of unemployment by 

2010. 

2.7.2. The substantial increase in youth unemployment in the EU is also due to its major rise in 

Spain; more moderate increase in France, Italy and the UK and the relatively less 

dramatic increase in Germany. Youth unemployment increased in the remaining EU 

countries. Its increase was significant in the Baltic countries (between 14 – 17 points) and 

Ireland (10.5 points). 

2.7.3. Only four EU countries (The Netherlands, Austria, Denmark and Cyprus) registered 

youth unemployment below 10%, while in the beginning of 2008 their number was 

higher (6 countries). It is quite likely that this reduction in the group might go on until the 

end of 2009 due to the progressive (though less intense) increase in the number of 

unemployed young people in these countries. In 9 EU countries youth unemployment 

falls within the 10 – 20% bracket. This group also underwent a reduction in comparison 

with 2008 (the number of countries decreased by 7). All countries (with the exception of 

Bulgaria) have registered an increase in unemployment and got closer to the 20% 

unemployment level and the largest group of countries reached youth unemployment 

level of 20%. The number of countries in this group has significantly enlarged in 

comparison with 2008. These are the countries with the highest growth in unemployment. 

2.7.4. Bulgaria does not differ from the general tendency towards increasing unemployment, 

which affects young people most strongly. Youth unemployment in Bulgaria started 

growing at the end of 2008. During the first quarter of 2009 the unemployment 

coefficient rose by 2.1 points (4.4 thousand) and reached 14.2%, which was below the 

average for the EU level for this period. During the second quarter youth unemployment 

slightly increased (0.4 points) despite the deepening economic downturn. 

                                                        

4 Opinion of the ESC “The Bulgarian economy under the global financial and economic crisis – problems, challenges and 

opportunities” 
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3. Anti crisis measures for cushioning the impact of the crisis on the Lisbon employment 

objectives 

3.1. To counter the negative impact of the crisis on the economic and social development the 

European Commission adopted an Economic Recovery Plan (November 2008), as well as 

a number of coordinated activities to unite the efforts of the EU member states aiming to 

soften and quickly overcome the crisis
5
. The Plan involves support for the real economy 

and promoting confidence through activities in the field of monetary and lending terms, 

budgetary policy, activities in the field of the four priorities of the Lisbon Strategy, 

including investing in people, in business, infrastructure and energy, in scientific research 

and innovation. 

3.2. In order to maintain employment and promote entrepreneurship, measures have been 

undertaken to support employment, stimulate job search, improve access to corporate 

financing, lower the administrative burden and promote entrepreneurship. Funding 

amounting to €200 billion has been earmarked for this purpose. 

3.3. The measures adopted by the EU
6
 and the governments of the member states for 

overcoming the social consequences of the downturn are aimed to overcome the negative 

trends in the labour market, which became evident, especially after the second half of 

2008, in the increasing unemployment, lowering employment, drop in search for new 

jobs, deteriorating situation of the vulnerable groups on the labour market. 

3.4. Generally, the adopted measures can be grouped into measures for: 

- maintaining the existing jobs and creating new ones; 

- maintaining the incomes level of the population and supporting the ones who have 

been most strongly hit by the crisis; 

- modernizing the labour market and improving their efficiency in order to increase the 

adaptability of the workforce; 

- more flexible working regimes, encouraging higher qualification and retraining of the 

workforce. 

3.5. The national anti-crisis programmes of the EU member states have been developed in 

accordance with the long-term objectives for the development of their labour markets set 

out in the operational programmes, co-financed by the EU funds within the framework of 

the Lisbon objectives. The common European approach to dealing with the downturn 

                                                        

5 Employment summits held in Madrid, Stockholm and Prague 

6 Economic Recovery Plan (November 2008), Employment Summits held in Madrid, Stockholm and Prague (2009), 

Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European economic and social committee 

and the committee of regions, A shared commitment for employment, Brussels, 3.6.2009, COM (2009) 257, New Skills for New 

Jobs, EC, April,2009 
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calls for finding national equivalent and dimension of several extremely important and 

recent documents of the European Commission – “Driving force for restoring Europe” 

COM (2009) 114, “Shared commitment for employment” COM (2009) 257 and the 

“New skills for new jobs” programme (2008) 868. 

3.6. The efficiency of the implemented packages of anti-crisis employment programmes has 

not only quantitative, but also important qualitative parameters and time horizons. This is 

the more important aspect when it comes to assessing the implemented policy and 

outlining the new political activities. The strategic issue in assessing the efficiency of the 

conducted anti-crisis programmes and measures is to what extent they have facilitated 

essential structural changes in the quality and sector reorganization of the human 

resources. Along these lines, the achievement of the Lisbon Strategy should also be 

studied and evaluated not only in terms of quantitative parameters, but mainly as 

qualitative transformations in labour demand and supply, achieved as a result of 

conducting adequate policies. 

3.7. The major measures for overcoming the negative impact of the crisis on the labour 

market at EU level aim at three key priorities: 

3.7.1. Maintaining employment though measures for keeping the currently employed, 

facilitating the change of jobs, supporting restructuring, creating jobs and restoring the 

labour market equilibrium. To achieve this, the individual countries focus on short-term 

employment as a means for keeping the currently employed, combining it with training 

and retraining, so that the working people and the companies get ready for the post-crisis 

period. Special attention in this field has been paid to measures aimed at more vulnerable 

groups and groups which can be seriously affected by the crisis – young people, older 

workers, women and people with disabilities. 

3.7.2. Improving the skills which meet the labour market demands. Investments in training and 

skills are crucial not only to increasing productivity and competitiveness, but also to 

reducing social exclusion and encouraging equality through more and better jobs. To 

achieve this, it is necessary to focus on integrating young people into the labour market 

through investing in training and retraining, providing support for dealing with youth 

unemployment and early dropping out of school. Developing competences and skills is 

essential to the economic and social future of the EU both in the short run and in the long 

run, but it should go along with creating high-quality jobs. Improvement in the quality 

and the vocational education is required, since the improvement in applicability and the 

relations between education and the labour market is of extreme importance. 

3.7.3. Creating conditions for improving access to jobs in order to restrict the long-term 

unemployment and the social isolation focusing on particular groups – youth, graduates, 

people with disabilities, long-term unemployed with low qualification etc. In order to 

achieve this, it is necessary to coordinate the social and macroeconomic policies and the 

employment policies and to encourage an entire, integrated approach at a national and 

European level. Flexibility, combined with security (the flexicurity concept) presents an 

appropriate framework for the social security reform and for providing better skills in 
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order to hire more people, as well as for investments in skills and retraining aimed at 

primary and secondary employment. 

3.8. The EU employment summit, held in May 2009 defined specific activity areas, which 

should be the focus of attention of the EU member states, including our country. These 

are: 

- better use of shorter working hours schemes; 

- more active participation and restructuring management (through the social 

partnership and its structures); 

- supporting the creation of new jobs; 

- supporting workforce mobility; 

- professional development and promoting “lifelong learning”; 

- immediate support for young people 

- activities to support access to employment; 

- more efficient absorption of European funds (structural and cohesion) for 

programmes implementation; 

- more efficient labour markets management; 

- further development of employment services. 

3.9. To achieve the Lisbon objectives, it is especially important to support the “New skills for 

new jobs” initiative of the European Commission. Its aims to guarantee better 

coordination between skills and labour market demands in the EU, and to analyse and 

forecast more efficiently the skills, for which there will be demand in the future.  

3.10. Workers’ vocational education, improvement of their skills and competences, securing 

the appropriate financing, including with money from the European Social Fund (ESF) 

are very important for the measures which aim to provide employment for groups with 

low qualification and the older people. 

3.11. In one of its opinions
7
 the ESC stated that it is necessary to direct the adopted measures 

and instruments in three main fields of impact: in the economic policy – support for the 

development and restructuring of business; in the social policy – achieving social 

protection and stimulating people’s active behaviour on the labour market and their quick 

adjustment to the changing conditions; in the institutional policy – conducting the 

necessary change and adapting regulation in achieving balance between employers’ 

freedom and social security (flexicurity). 

                                                        

7 Opinion of the ESC “Labour market under the financial and economic crisis – challenges and possible solutions” 
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3.12. The package of anti-crisis programmes and measures in Bulgaria was implemented in the 

second quarter of 2009, when the crisis gained more clear dimentions and affected the 

economy. These programmes and measures, just like in the other member states, 

supplemented the existing National Employment Plan 2009 and the programmes, carried 

out under the Operational Programme “Human Resources Development”. 

3.13. The anti-crisis activities implemented so far in the labour market have mainly palliative 

nature – shorter working hours schemes compensating the loss of labour income; 

incentives for employers to maintain employment; encouraging measures for hiring 

people from the risk groups; creating new jobs and training and vocational qualification 

under the programmes, included in the National Employment Plan, as well as those 

whose financing is based on presented projects under OP “Human Resources 

Development”. 

3.14. The anti-crisis policies and measures according to the above mentioned opinions of the 

ESC should be directed at: 

3.14.1. Maintaining employment in the competitive enterprises in the traditional sectors and 

activities in the economy, as well as in enterprises from the new industries. 

3.14.2. Creating large-scale opportunities for education and training, especially for lifelong 

learning. 

3.14.3. A change in the social security system for unemployed people belonging to the groups 

with high capacity for work and providing them with social benefits should be carried out 

in accordance with the established criteria and also there should be a requirement for 

making efforts and working towards increasing the vocational qualification. 

3.14.4. Development and adoption of a national programme by the government, identical to the 

programme of the European Commission for “New skills for new jobs”, which should 

update the implemented policies and set new goals and priorities, which are more 

adequate to the current situation in the economy and on the labour market. That is why it 

is necessary to update the structure and the type of professions, to develop a qualification 

framework by separate fields and professions, to build a life long learning system, to 

update the textbook content, which should meet the theoretical achievements and 

innovations, as well as change the system of professional qualification as an educational 

process. The achievement of the programme goals will require diverse and more 

significant financial resources. 

 

The Economic and Social Council believes that the presented analysis and evaluation can 

provide grounds for the development of the next national programme for the fulfillment of 

the Lisbon Strategy as a key element of the adopted within the EU management mechanism 

for achieving the Lisbon objectives (2010), as well as joining the initiatives at an EU level 

for designing a new, continuing Lisbon Strategy for the period after 2010. 
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