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F R A N C E

The French labour market continues to suffer from a high unemployment rate, 
including a rising level of youth and long term unemployment. Combined 
with the high level of early school leaving, this leads to a growing group 
of low skilled young people with few prospects. Moreover, the low adult 
participation rate in lifelong learning does little to correct this situation. 
The reliable health and social services in France have helped its population 
through the economic crisis, although it has not prevented an increase in the 
poverty rate and ‘in-work poverty’. Reforms focused simply on their cost-
effectiveness threaten to strain the access to, and quality of, these services.
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The French labour market continues to suffer from a 
high unemployment rate, including a rising level of 
youth and long term unemployment. Combined with 
the high level of early school leaving, this leads to a 
growing group of low skilled young people with few 
prospects. Moreover, the low adult participation rate 
in lifelong learning does little to correct this situation. 
The reliable health and social services in France have 
helped its population through the economic crisis, 
although it has not prevented an increase in the 
poverty rate and ‘in-work poverty’. Reforms focused 
simply on their cost-effectiveness threaten to strain 
the access to, and quality of, these services.

The Most Urgent Issues to be Tackled
1. High unemployment rate, including the rising 

level of youth and long term unemployment
2. High level of early school leaving
3. Steep increase in poverty rate and in-work poverty

Recommendations for Upward Social Convergence
1. More comprehensive measures to prevent youth 

unemployment and social exclusion are necessary, 
focusing on both social and professional 
integration. In particular, the Youth Priority Action 
Plan presented in spring 2014 should be urgently 
implemented with the support of civil society 
organisations.

2. Adopt a more balanced approach toward 
reforming health and social services at a time 
when the overall poverty rate and in-work poverty 
are on the rise, notably by taking into account the 
access to and quality of these services as well as 
their cost-effectiveness.

3. A more comprehensive reform of the education 
system is needed to reduce and prevent early 
school leaving. It should also improve vocational 
training and promote social and professional 
integration. The quality of education should be 
distributed more evenly, avoiding inequality in the 
level of education that pupils receive.

- - -
F R A N C E 
-

FIGHTING UNEMPLOYMENT
The European Commission (‘the Commission’) has 
reported on the troublesome, albeit mostly stable 
situation, in the French labour market.1  The overall 
employment rate has remained stable since 2010 (it 
was  69.8% in 2014), making limited progress towards 
the national Europe 2020 target (75%  of  20-64 year-
olds). Meanwhile, the unemployment rate continues 
to show a steady increase (10.3% in 2014, up from 
9.3% in 2010 registered as unemployed), while long-
term unemployment also continues to rise (4.4% 
in 2014, up from 3.7% in 2010). More troublesome 
still is situation of both young and old people, who 
find themselves in a difficult position in the labour 
market as a result of their age, along with ‘traditionally’ 
vulnerable groups such as women and people from 
a migrant background. Given this state of play, the 
Council of the European Union (‘the Council’) and the 
Commission have issued a wide range of country-
specific recommendations.2 These include sustaining 
the labour cost reduction, taking further action to 
combat labour market rigidity (notably reforming the 
unemployment benefit system to ensure it remains 
sustainable and provides incentives to return to work), 
and ensuring that the minimum wage evolves in a 
manner that is supportive of French international 
competitiveness and domestic job creation.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in France warns 
that the country-specific recommendations from 
the Council and the Commission risk weakening the 
French system of social protection, while the latter 
has done much to soften the blow the labour market 

1 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for France, SWD (2014) 411 
final, 2 June 2014, p. 18. Retrieved 26 May 2015, from http://ec.europa.eu/
europe2020/pdf/csr2014/swd2014_france_en.pdf.
2 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of France and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Stability Programme of France, 2014, 2014/C 
247/09, 8 July 2014, p. 48. Retrieved 26 May 2015, from http://ec.europa.
eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/csr2014_council_france_en.pdf.
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long term […].’ 5

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in France reports 
more positively on the state of play regarding 
healthcare and its budgetary impact. It notes that the 
annual healthcare expenditure targets – implemented 
by the government – were met with a wide margin 
in 2014, thereby contributing to a reduction of the 
French budgetary deficit. Moreover, a new law is 
currently being discussed in the French Parliament, 
which would reform healthcare payments precisely 
in order to reduce public expenditure further, notably 
by targeting the rising cost of pharmaceuticals and 
hospitals.

PROMOTING ACCESS TO AND PARTICIPATION IN 
LIFELONG LEARNING
The Commission reports that inequality continues 
to be a major challenge for the French educational 
system, resulting in a widening gap between high 
and low achievers. A sixth of young people leave all 
forms of education and training without attaining a 
qualification.6 In light of the vulnerable position of 
young people on the labour market (cf. supra, 24.1% 
unemployment rate below the age of 25 in 2014), 
the situation for this unskilled group is especially 
worrisome. Moreover, lifelong learning is of little help, 
with adult participation at a very low level (5.7% in 
2012, although jumping to 17.7% in 2013 and then 
further increasing to 18.6% in 2014). Given this state 
of play, the Council and the Commission recommend 
that France pursues modernisation and reform of its 
educational system, with a specific focus on reducing 
inequalities by strengthening measures on early 
school leaving.7

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in France highlights 
the fact that the French government launched a 

5 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of France and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Stability Programme of France, 2014, 2014/C 
247/09, 8 July 2014, p. 48.
6 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for France, SWD (2014) 411 
final, 2 June 2014, pp. 22-23.
7 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of France and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Stability Programme of France, 2014, 2014/C 
247/09, 8 July 2014, p. 49.

suffered from the economic crisis. While advocating 
that this system adapts itself, our French Strategy 
Group warns that introducing more flexibility in the 
labour market needs to be accompanied by added 
security measures for workers. Furthermore, it is 
pointed out that government measures to reduce 
labour costs fall short of covering the social economy. 
While private enterprises enjoy tax reductions, 
organisations in this sector are left to their own 
devices even though they also create a considerable 
amount of jobs.

Regarding the high level of youth unemployment 
(24.1% below the age of 25 in 2014), the government 
last year launched an initiative to offer 150,000 
subsidised jobs to young people (the so-called 
‘emplois d’avenir’), mostly in the public sector and 
with a focus on the most deprived areas and the least 
qualified young people. The government also intends 
to establish a Youth Guarantee Scheme which was 
tested in ten pilot areas in France in 2013. Furthermore, 
the 2014 Youth Priority Action Plan includes concrete, 
medium-term measures related to education, early 
school leaving, and employment.

IMPROVING ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE AND QUALITY 
SOCIAL SERVICES FOR ALL
The Commission reports that ‘[l]imited progress has 
been made in tackling the rise in public expenditure 
on health projected in the medium and long run.’3 As 
elsewhere, the cost-effectiveness of the healthcare 
system and its impact on the country’s budget are 
seen as a major challenge, although the European 
Institutions do indeed mention that France has already 
taken some measures to counter the rising cost of the 
health services. 4Given this state of play, the Council 
and the Commission have issued a recommendation 
to ‘[…] take steps to tackle the increase in public 
expenditure on health projected over the medium and 

3 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for France, SWD (2014) 411 
final, 2 June 2014, p. 14.
4 European Commission (2014). Draft Joint Employment Report 
from the Commission and the Council accompanying the Communication 
from the Commission on the Annual Growth Survey 2015, COM (2014) 
906 final, 28 November 2014, p. 36. Retrieved 26 May 2015, from http://
ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2015/jer2015_en.pdf.
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FIGHTING DISCRIMINATION AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION
The economic crisis has affected the situation of most 
vulnerable people and provoked an increase in the 
poverty rate and in-work poverty. The most vulnerable 
groups are children, young people, single parents, 
women and immigrants. The concept of the ‘working 
poor’ is quite new in France, and the data shows that 
in-work poverty is increasing at an alarming rate. 
Although it remains below the EU average, child 
poverty in France has been on the rise since 2006, and 
it is particularly high in deprived urban areas.
The state and local authorities continue to develop 
and finance social welfare policies such as emergency 
shelters, rehabilitation services, and first aid for 
homelessness, focusing on the most disadvantaged 
groups. 

The reform of “integration through employment” (in 
French “insertion par l’activité économique” - IAE), 
launched by the government in 2013 is expected 
to facilitate access to employment for the most 
vulnerable people, and therefore to actively tackle the 
problem of poverty, since this measure will sustain 
previous schemes of social protection. The idea of the 
reform is to provide comprehensive financial support 
which will replace the financial support currently 
provided by the state in four different categories 
of integration through employment. The IAE is a 
professional sector which has been developed under 
the dual influence of dedicated public policies and the 
mixed strategies of Work Integration Social Enterprises 
(WISEs).  In recent years, the rationalisation of public 
finances, the managerial approach to services («new 
public management»), and the focus of public action 
on employment have built up effective public-private 
partnerships, the IEA claims.  An analysis of the 
progress made, within the framework of territorial 
multi-stakeholders’ governance, is needed. This should 
involve different actors from the public sphere and 
civil society.

A programme against poverty and in favour of social 
inclusion was set up in January 2013, including more 
social protection services, affordable lunches in 
schools, and more child care places. Unfortunately, 
the help for schools was not implemented. The 
programme needs to be evaluated.

reform programme for the school system in 2013, 
which included measures to reduce inequalities and 
limit early school leaving by building sturdier bridges 
between primary and secondary schools. Measures 
to promote access to, and participation in, lifelong 
learning are also included in the reform programme, 
although our French Strategy Group is decidedly 
critical on this front. Notably, responsibility for seeking 
out professional training has been unfairly shifted 
onto the individual, and low-skilled workers continue 
to have less access to lifelong learning compared to 
workers with an academic degree.

STRENGTHENING ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP AND 
VOLUNTEERING FOR SOCIAL COHESION
In lieu of specific information on strengthening active 
citizenship and volunteering for social cohesion in the 
documents of the European Institutions, the SOLIDAR 
EU Strategy Group in France reports on the French 
government’s plans to increase youth volunteering 
by making the ‘Service Civique’ mandatory. In the 
aftermath of the attack against Charlie Hebdo on 
7 January 2015, this is seen as a tool to prevent the 
radicalisation of ‘at risk’ young people. In response, 
our French Strategy Group has urged the government 
to provide the necessary financial support for 
volunteering organisations. However, it is critical of 
forcing young people to ‘volunteer’ by making this 
service mandatory, which would not instil in them the 
values of personal responsibility, active citizenship, 
dignity, and social cohesion.

Nevertheless, our French Strategy Group is supportive 
of the government’s plans to increase participation in 
this service (35,000 people in 2014), because it brings 
together young people from different social and 
geographical backgrounds. Moreover, it encourages 
public authorities and school actors to recognise and 
further facilitate the engagement of young people 
in representative bodies and cultural bodies to help 
social cohesion. In this sense, it is reported that the 
French government has made an interesting offer 
with the ‘parcours citoyens’ (citizen path), which would 
harmonise and integrate young people’s volunteering 
activities together with their education.
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PROMOTING, REINFORCING, AND SUPPORTING THE 
SOCIAL ECONOMY
In lieu of specific information on the social economy 
in the documents of the European Institutions, the 
SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in France reports that in 
July 2014 a new law regulating the social economy 
(‘Loi sur l’Economie sociale et solidaire’) came into 
effect. This law intends to facilitate access to funding 
for the associations, cooperatives, and mutual funds 
that operate in this sector, but its implementation 
is an ongoing process, and its practical effects are 
still unclear at this point. Our French Strategy Group 
applauds the fact that the law promotes partnerships 
between these organisations and local authorities, 
rather than creating a competitive environment, but it 
warns that the definition of ‘social economy’ has been 
broadened. ‘For-profit’ companies are now seen as 
part of this sector and it remains to be seen how their 
values will match with those of the traditional actors in 
this field.
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