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The Spanish labour market continues to suffer from a high, yet stable level 
of unemployment, particularly among young people and including an 
increasing share of long term unemployment. The high level of early school 
leaving adds to the vulnerable position of young people on the Spanish 
labour market. Furthermore, the continued effects of the economic crisis 
can be read from the increasing level of people at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion. Given this state of play, concerns exist over the linear cost cutting 
in healthcare and social services, given that the access to and quality of 
these services have played a critical role for large parts of the population 
throughout the crisis.
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The Spanish labour market continues to suffer from a 
high, yet stable level of unemployment, particularly 
among young people and including an increasing 
share of long term unemployment. The high level of 
early school leaving adds to the vulnerable position 
of young people on the Spanish labour market. 
Furthermore, the continued effects of the economic 
crisis can be read from the increasing level of people 
at risk of poverty or social exclusion. Given this state 
of play, concerns exist over the linear cost cutting in 
healthcare and social services, given that the access to 
and quality of these services have played a critical role 
for large parts of the population throughout the crisis.

The Most Urgent Issues to be Tackled
1. High, yet stable level of unemployment, 

particularly among young people and including 
an increasing share of long term unemployment

2. Linear cost cutting in healthcare and social 
services (especially on the local level) endangers 
the access to and quality of these services for 
vulnerable groups

3. High level of early school leaving
4. High and further increasing level of people at risk 

of poverty or social exclusion

Recommendations for Upward Social Progress
1. Increase in capacity-building for public institutions 

to effectively develop and implement measures 
targeted at youth and long term unemployment, 
while also supporting and investing in the social 
economy as engine against youth unemployment 
and precarious jobs

2. Adopt a more balanced approach toward 
reforming health and social services, taking into 
account the access to and quality of these services 
as well as their cost-effectiveness

3. Further develop and effectively implement the 
comprehensive reform of the Spanish education 
system, focused on fighting early school leaving

4. Reform and increase the capacity of the social 
protection system of help people at risk of poverty 

or social exclusion

- - -
S PA I N 
-

FIGHTING UNEMPLOYMENT
The European Commission ( ‘the Commission’) reports 
that the Spanish labour market has recently started 
to show the first signs of stabilisation, although 
it stresses that ‘[…] the legacy of long-standing 
institutional failures in the labour market and of the 
financial crisis still weighs heavily on employment 
and social indicators […].’1  Given this state of play, the 
Council of the European Union ( ‘the Council’) and the 
Commission continue to recommend a wide variety 
of structural labour market reforms that should help 
Spain move further toward economic recovery.2

The employment rate in Spain has remained relatively 
stable in recent years (cf. 59.9% in 2014), thereby 
falling short of and making limited progress to the 
national Europe 2020 target (cf. 74%). Meanwhile, the 
unemployment rate has slightly decreased from its 
record high (cf. 24.5% in 2014, down from 26.1% in 
2013), but this small improvement hides the fact that 
long term unemployment has seen a large increase 
since the start of the financial crisis (cf. 12.9% in 2014, 
up from 4.3% in 2009). More troublesome still is the 
situation of young people below the age of 25, whose 
unemployment rate is unsustainably high despite 
showing a slight decrease from its record high (cf. 
53.2% in 2014, down from 55.5% in 2013).

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Spain reports 
on the severe difficulties that continue to plague 

1 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Spain, SWD (2014) 410 
final, 2 June 2014, p. 22. Retrieved 29 May 2015, from http://ec.europa.eu/
europe2020/pdf/csr2014/swd2014_spain_en.pdf.
2 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Spain and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Stability Programme of Spain, 2014, 2014/C 
247/08, 8 July 2014, pp. 40-41. Retrieved 29 May 2015, from http://ec.euro-
pa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/csr2014_council_spain_en.pdf.
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regard, the Commission reports favourably on the ‘[…] 
comprehensive regulatory framework [that] has been 
developed since 2012 to increase the efficiency and 
control of health-care expenditure.’ 4 However, it also 
indicates that the unwarranted effects of these reforms 
need to be carefully monitored, given that concerns 
on the access to, and quality of, health services have 
cropped up since these reforms were implemented. 
Nevertheless, the Council and the Commission 
recommend that Spain continues to increase the cost-
effectiveness of these services.5

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Spain emphasises 
the negative consequences of the cuts in health 
and social services, which have been implemented 
precisely at a time when the effects of the financial 
crisis have caused an increase in demand for these 
services. For example, in January 2007, Law 39/2006 
on the promotion of personal autonomy and care 
for people in a situation of dependency entered into 
force. Two years later, the economic cuts have created 
a situation where the services and benefits included 
in law do not reach all those who need it. Specifically, 
our Spanish Strategy Group deplores that these cuts 
have targeted the local level, thereby impacting basic 
services and their proximity to those in need, and 
that they have been implemented without much 
differentiation, thereby impacting people with a 
lower income more than others. Concerning the 
latter, economically vulnerable groups are having 
a particularly difficult time to compensate for the 
increase of co-payments for health services, while 
undocumented migrants are especially hard hit as 
they are now required to bear the full cost in lieu of an 
insurance card. Together, the negative consequences 
of the reforms are gradually increasing the inequalities 
in access to, and quality of, health and social services 
in Spain.

4 Ibid., p. 15.
5 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Spain and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Stability Programme of Spain, 2014, 2014/C 
247/08, 8 July 2014, p. 40.

the labour market in general and vulnerable 
groups in particular. With regards to the latter, the 
marginalisation on the labour market of women, 
people with a migrant background, young people, 
and people with disabilities are all highlighted. For 
example, regarding the precarious situation of young 
people on the labour market, our Spanish Strategy 
Group reports that the government is taking action 
to develop and implement a Youth Guarantee Plan, 
although financial and operational challenges are 
casting doubts on the effectiveness of this plan. 
Indeed, the Commission similarly reports that a lack 
of sufficient funding and a number of operational 
issues on the side of Spanish public institutions are 
threatening the effective delivery of a youth guarantee 
in Spain.3

Regarding the labour market in general, out Spanish 
Strategy Group stresses that the early signs of 
economic stabilisation have not diminished the need 
to reverse the negative effects of the financial crisis. 
Long term unemployment and in-work poverty 
continue to plague vulnerable groups and the general 
population alike, while the quality and wages of 
available jobs continue to slide down. The boom of 
part-time and short-term contracts is creating an 
unequal labour market wherein an increasingly small 
number of people have the luxury of a stable and 
long term outlook. All of these issues will have to be 
tackled if the early signs of economic stabilisation are 
to be translated into better working conditions and 
sufficient social protection for workers.

IMPROVING ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE AND QUALITY 
SOCIAL SERVICES FOR ALL
A number of recent reforms have helped to reduce 
costs in the Spanish healthcare sector, particularly 
including the introduction of a control system on 
pharmaceutical expenditure in hospitals. In this 
3 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Spain, SWD (2014) 410 
final, 2 June 2014, p. 25.
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SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Spain reports on 
the development of the regulatory framework and 
national plans to promote volunteering. Specifically, 
it applauds that the ongoing efforts by the national 
government have recently resulted in the adoption 
of a National Law on Volunteering and a National Law 
on the Social Action Third Sector. While stressing that 
the regulatory framework still needs to be further 
developed, our Spanish Strategy Group notes that 
both laws create a flexible and open framework 
for the present state of play and future evolution 
of these sectors. Particularly, the former law offers 
the advantage that the rights and duties of both 
volunteers and the beneficiaries of volunteering are 
clearly spelled out.

FIGHTING DISCRIMINATION AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION
The Commission reports that the number of people at 
risk of poverty or social exclusion is further increasing 
as the social and economical crisis continues to plague 
Spain.9 Reaching a high watermark in 2013 (27.3%), 
Spain is far removed from its national Europe 2020 
target of lifting up to 1,500,000 people out of this 
precarious situation. Moreover, various groups are 
particularly prone to these risks. For example, children 
below the age of 17 (32.6% in 2013), young adults in 
the 18-24 age bracket (36.5% in 2013), people with 
a migrant background, and people with disabilities 
all suffer from an aggravated risk of poverty or social 
exclusion. To make matters worse, the Commission 
reports that the Spanish social security system is one 
of the least effective in terms of reducing poverty, 
while recent strategic plans by the government are 
only a first step in the right direction. Given this state 
of play, the Council and the Commission recommend 
that Spain implements the 2013-2016 National Action 
Plan on Social Inclusion and strengthen the capacities 
of public institutions to coordinate employment and 
social services.10

9 Ibid., pp. 27-28.
10 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Spain and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Stability Programme of Spain, 2014, 2014/C 
247/08, 8 July 2014, p. 41.

PROMOTING ACCESS TO AND PARTICIPATION IN 
LIFELONG LEARNING
The Spanish education system continues to face a 
number of challenges, notably including the high 
rate of early school leaving (21.9% in 2014, well 
above the EU average of 11.1% and the national 
Europe 2020 target of 15%), an insufficient use of 
vocational education and training, and an urgent 
need to improve educational outcomes. The 
Commission reports that the 2013 Organic Law on 
the Improvement of the Quality of Education aims to 
overcome these challenges and forge a stronger link 
between the education system and labour market, 
although its implementation is hindered by the lack 
of an agreement between the national government 
and the Autonomous Regions.6 Given this state of play, 
the Council and the Commission recommend first and 
foremost the effective implementation of the new 
schemes for the Spanish education system.7

Regarding lifelong learning, the Commission 
reports that ‘[…] limited progress has been made on 
reinforcing the effectiveness of re-skilling training 
programmes for older and low-skilled workers, but 
the government and the regions are working on a 
common framework for the future lifelong learning 
plan.’8 Specifically, this framework seeks to identify and 
compare common issues and best practices across 
Spain’s Autonomous Regions and develop them within 
a single lifelong learning framework at the national 
level. 

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 
6 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Spain, SWD (2014) 410 
final, 2 June 2014, p. 26.
7 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Spain and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Stability Programme of Spain, 2014, 2014/C 
247/08, 8 July 2014, p. 41.
8 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Spain, SWD (2014) 410 
final, 2 June 2014, p. 27.
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summary, the importance of the development of the 
social economy lies not only in its economic growth, 
but in indicators that show its impact on social equity 
and the values of respect and solidarity.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Spain provides a 
similar overview of the state of play in its country, but 
considers it important to highlight the vulnerability of 
people with a migrant background. Recent reforms to 
the provision of health services (cf. supra), a restrictive 
border regime in Ceuta and Melilla (‘Citizen Security 
Act’), and the precarious situation of non-EU family 
members of Spanish nationals are all highlighted as 
factors that further complicate life for this group of 
the population. Against the background of a suffering 
economy and increasing gaps in health and social 
services, these issues specifically plague people with a 
migrant background and further increase their risk of 
social exclusion.

PROMOTING, REINFORCING, AND SUPPORTING 
SOCIAL ECONOMY11

In lieu of specific information on promoting, 
reinforcing, and supporting the social economy in the 
documents of the European institutions, the SOLIDAR 
EU Strategy Group in Spain reports that the social 
economy in Spain represents around 12.5 of the GDP, 
billing more than 150,000 million Euros per year. The 
social economy, combining business efficiency with 
the values of social cohesion and solidarity, has not 
been so exposed to the effects of the crisis and has 
consistently kept presenting growth figures. According 
to data from the Spanish Confederation of the Social 
Economy (CEPES), during the crisis more than 29,000 
organisations and more than 190,000 jobs have been 
created in this sector. 

Our Spanish Strategy Group particularly highlights that 
the 45% of jobs generated by the sector have gone to 
people younger than 40. This is particularly important 
given the extremely high youth unemployment rate in 
Spain. Moreover, countering the rising job insecurity in 
Spain, 74.4% of contracts in the sector are permanent 
and 80% are full-time. In addition, there exists a hiring 
parity between men and women in the sector (46% 
women compared to 54% men), although it is noted 
that most temporary contracts go to women. In 

11 Special thanks to Economists without Borders for the section 
on social economy.
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