
THE EUROPE 2020 STRATEGY IN A CONTEXT MARKED 

BY INEQUALITIES 

PhD. Student Florian MARIN1, Lecturer PhD. Georgiana-Raluca LĂDARU
2

Abstract 
Differences of interests and needs catalyze the negative effects and slow down the 

structural reforms that are so necessary for the unity and competitiveness of the European 

economy. In this respect, indicators used by the Europe 2020 strategy were analyzed, 

using the measurement methodology established by the strategy. Also, comparisons were 

made between Western European states such as Germany and the UK, and Eastern 

European states such as Bulgaria or Romania. Comparisons focused on the dynamics of 

the indicators related to the Euro 2020 strategy, highlighting the differences in absolute 

values or percentage, between the analyzed countries. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

There is a structural difference between the programming period 2007 - 2013 and 

2014 – 2020, and between the Lisbon strategy and the Europe 2020 strategy. The differences 

are based on the imperative elements required for a consistent growth of the European 

economy and a reduction of regional disparities. Flexibility, thematic concentration of 

interventions and greater control of the Member States are the pillars on which were built the 

needs on which are focused development and cohesion funds, and the subsequent operational 

programs. The needs found in the ESIFs system was established following a process of 

quantitative and qualitative analysis started in 2013 and implemented by the European 

Commission in partnership with the Member States. However, the framework for the Europe 

2020 strategy is extremely difficult.  The number of Euro-skeptics has grown significantly 

due to the economic crisis, and this situation has generated a referendum for the so-called 

„Brexit”. The financial crisis has revealed clearly the structural weaknesses of the Member 

States' economies and brought back on the public agenda the nationalism. It had an economic 

connotation immediately after the financial crisis, after which it developed social 

connotations. Referring to existing tendencies to economic nationalism the Commission 

stresses the importance of stronger economic governance and more collective actions between 

the European Union and Member States. (Erich Hoedl, 2016, pp 11-18) 

Considerable differences between West and East rendered any European strategy or 

initiative considerably uneven. The differences in the market management systems and in the 

research and development systems are weaknesses for any strategic action. To complement all 

these, add the variables affecting all world economies, such as the aging population, the 

fourth industrial revolution, environmental issues, and a financial system that tends to be 

over-regulated.  All these variables add pressure on the EU economy which although it is 

opened, consists of very feebly interconnected economies.  The differences between East and 

West are also due to the rapid enlargement in the European Union, who went from 15 to 28 

member states in a relatively short period. Growing concern about reducing these regional 
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disparities made the financial instruments of EU regional policy (structural funds and 

cohesion fund, introduced in 1993) the fastest growing component of the EU budget. EU 

enlargement has contributed to widening regional disparities and stronger financial 

instruments alone are ineffective in the absence of adequate policies for regional development 

(Huffschmid, 2005; Horváth, 2009). The managerial impact on the production flows was 

somewhat brutal, and it was also negatively affected by the economic crisis and other crises 

manifested in the meantime. Although at the moment the European Union is somewhat 

weakened and divided, and the polls are showing an increased influence of nationalist parties, 

there are still countries wishing to join the European common market. Variables such as the 

freedom of movement of people and goods or the European funds are direct benefits that are 

able to catalyze the economic development. However, the globalization of production 

processes and the development scenario adopted by the European Commission generated 

dependency capitalism where the Eastern European Member States manufacture the 

innovations from the Western states in a multilateral dependency framework. The 

Commission is tackling this context in a coherent and unified manner but the differences 

between east and west, marked by deep inequalities, entail an uneven distribution of added 

value and hence, a number of unmanageable tensions.  

2. EUROPE 2020 STRATEGY

The growth scenario chosen by the European Commission is aimed at a sustainable 

recovery of the European economy. It involves a series of deadlines relatively difficult to 

achieve in a uniform manner at EU level because the responsiveness of economies varies 

from country to country. However, relying on the existence of a common currency, well-

developed industrial sectors and an efficient agricultural sector, the Europe 2020 strategy set 

at EU level five major goals: 

1. Increasing the labor force employment for the 20-64 year-olds (from 69% currently to at

least 75%);

2. Achieving the objective to invest 3% of the EU's GDP in research and development

(R&D), in particular by providing more favorable conditions for private sector investment in

R&D, and establishing a new indicator for innovation.

3. Reduction of greenhouse gas emissions by at least 20% compared to 1990 levels or by 30%

if there are favourable conditions in this regard, and 20% increase in the share of renewable

energy in final energy consumption and increase by 20% in energy efficiency.

4. Reducing the rates of early school leaving from the current 15% below 10% and increasing

the share of the 30 - 34 – year-olds completing third level education from 31% to at least

40%.

5. Reducing the number of Europeans living below the poverty line by 25%, so there would

be at least 20 million fewer people in or at risk of poverty and social exclusion.

The three features of the Europe 2020 strategy - smart, sustainable and inclusive 

growth - set by the EU, are interdependent and antagonistic at the same time. The antagonism 

is based on the scenario underpinning the strategy, as it is unlikely that during a period of 7 

years – which is the duration of a European financial cycle - economic growth would be 

achieved in a manner friendly to the social side. The situation is unlikely mainly because 

technological progress itself creates inequality, as access to the latest technologies has 

become extremely expensive. The innovative potential of the European economy is 

profoundly different from east to west, both in terms of the protection and management of 

innovation and in terms of the research potential. In the west, the private sector is deeply 

involved in research and development, while in the east the R&D sector is facing an acute 

infrastructure deficit. The deeply cultural focus predominantly on the necessary financial 
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allocations and not necessarily on the impact of these allocations may affect the effects of the 

strategy. It should be noted that although there is a margin of flexibility as regards the 2014-

2020 programming period, this can be used to a lesser extent – or, in other words, requires 

variables of lesser amplitude at Member States level. The refugee crisis has shown that the 

ESIFs, even with a relatively flexible strategic framework, failed to adapt itself to high-impact 

crises.  We conclude that regional development must adapt in the future to two types of 

challenges, both urgent and requiring immediate action: 1) it must face the competitive 

pressures faced by EU globally, and which have resulted in the type reactions like the Lisbon 

strategy and Europe 2020 strategy, and 2) to meet the challenges that relate to achieving 

convergence between Member States and EU regions, particularly through formal institutions. 

(Frunză, 2011, pp 125-141) 

3. EUROPE 20202 INDICATORS

3.1. EMPLOYMENT 

Table 1: Employment rate,%, 20 – 64 - year-olds 

Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

EU (28 countries) 69,8 70,3 69 68,6 68,6 68,4 68,4 69,2 70,1 

Bulgaria 68,4 70,7 68,8 64,7 62,9 63 63,5 65,1 67,1 

Denmark 79 79,8 77,5 75,8 75,8 75,4 75,6 75,9 76,5 

Germany 72,9 74 74,2 75 76,5 76,9 77,3 77,7 78 

Greece 65,8 66,3 65,6 63,8 59,6 55 52,9 53,3 54,9 

Spain 69,7 68,5 64 62,9 62 59,6 58,6 59,9 62 

Italy 62,7 62,9 61,6 61 61 60,9 59,7 59,9 60,5 

Netherlands 77,8 78,9 78,8 76,8 76,4 76,6 75,9 75,4 76,4 

Austria 72,8 73,8 73,4 73,9 74,2 74,4 74,6 74,2 74,3 

Romania 64,4 64,4 63,5 64,8 63,8 64,8 64,7 65,7 66 

Finland 74,8 75,8 73,5 73 73,8 74 73,3 73,1 72,9 

Source: Eurostat 

The table above shows that countries such as Austria, Denmark, the Netherlands and 

Germany are positioned above the European average in terms of employment rate. 

Meanwhile, the newest member states of the European Union are positioned below the EU 

average.  Also, the employment rate dynamics were different in the past 7 years. For example, 

Western countries have seen steady growth or stagnation of the employment rate, even during 

the economic crisis, while the new member states saw a decline of about 1.5 percentage 

points (pp) during the economic crisis.  The deficit against the targets proposed in the Europe 

2020 strategy is difficult to achieve by the Member States highly affected by the economic 

crisis. Greece shows a deficit of 15.1 pp, Bulgaria - 8.9 pp, Spain -12 pp, and Romania - 4 pp. 

Meanwhile, Germany has already exceeded the target proposed for 2020. 

3.2. RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT 

The GDP allocation for research and development is an extremely eloquent indicator 

to substantiate the differences between East and West. While countries such as Denmark and 

Germany show a very high level of this share and have increased this indicator over the last 

four years, accession countries show a much smaller GDP allocation for research and 

development. 
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Graph 1: Share of GDP spent in R & D

Source: Eurostat 

Romania has reduced this figure regularly in recent years, while Bulgaria has

increased its allocations by 0.16% in 2014 compared to 2013. It should be noted that there are

extremely large differences between the Eastern and Western states. Besides the dif

in GDP allocation there are also significant differences in the GDPs of these countries. Thus,

Denmark allocated to R&D 3 times more than Bulgaria and 8 times more than Romania, 

while Germany allocated 3 times more than Bulgaria and 7 times more t

Regarding the envisaged targets from Europe 2020 strategy, Denmark has already reached the

target; Germany is at a distance of 0.13 pp while Romania is situated at a distance of 1.62

percentage points. 

3.3. CLIMATE CHANGE AND ENERGY SUSTAINAB

Graph 2: Emissions of greenhouse gas

Source: Eurostat 

Regarding greenhouse gases it is worth noting that the developed economies show

high levels of it, above the EU average. This is largely due to the needs generated by industry.
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of greenhouse gas. Eastern countries are far below the EU average but once their development

will see a substantial increase, this indicator will grow considerably.

Graph 3: Share of renewable energy in final energy consumption

Source: Eurostat 

The situation of the indicator on renewable energy production is slightly different for

Romania compared to other indicators which are included in the Europe 2020 Strategy. The

consequences of the public policies promoted by Romania on renewable energy, facilities

granted to renewable energy producers, and low intensity industry, are placing Romania
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Graph 4: The rate of early school leaving

Source: Eurostat 

An interesting behavior occurs in countries such as Germany or Austria. 

countries have an economy with a flexible labor market and an efficient system of

apprenticeship and transition from school to working life. However, although they are below

the EU average, there are increases in this indicator in 2015 compared to 201

Table 2: Participation in third level education
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are considerably below the EU

strategy. The Netherlands, Denmark and France have a substantial rate of participation in 

third level education, while in 2015 Germany had a participation rate of 32.3% in third level
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3.5. THE FIGHT AGAINST POVERTY AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION

Graph 5: Persons at risk of poverty

Source: Eurostat 

The graph above places Bulgaria (40.1% in 2015), Romania (39.5% in 2015), Spain

(29.2% in 2015) and Greece (36% in 2015)

poverty and risk of social exclusion. Western states face much lower values in terms of this

indicator: Germany 20.6% in 2015, Denmark 17,9% in 2015, and Austria 19.2% in 2015.The

efficiency of the social system

could catalyze the reduction of development disparities between East and West. Moreover, 

Europe 2020 strategy pays special attention to social issues.
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below the EU average. In 2015 the share of people in or at risk of poverty after social

transfers is as follows: Denmark

Austria - 14.1%. 

Graph 7: The share of people experiencing material deprivation

Source: Eurostat 
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situation, the Netherlands had 2.5%, and Austria had 3.6%.
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. In 2015 the share of people in or at risk of poverty after social 

16.7%, the Netherlands - 11.6%, and

Romania, Greece and Bulgaria are ranked at the top among the countries in which 

people struggle with severe poverty. This is clearly shown by the graph above. In Romania, in 

2015, this indicator is 3 times higher than the EU average, 2.7 times higher in Greece, and 

4.17 times higher in Bulgaria. The developed countries have a percentage value of this 

indicator far below the EU average. In 2015 France had 4.5% of the total population in this 

gear European Union. Under these circumstances it is 

almost impossible to establish a universally accepted set of goals. Europe 2020 goals can be 

erns particularly the 

western part of EU, and the objectives aimed at the social side concern mainly the eastern 

part. Another element to be taken into account relates to the impact of the goals on the 

problems between East and West, as 

well as the fundamentally different needs affects the process of implementing the strategy in a 

Analyzing the indicators an integral part of the Europe 2020 strategy is proven that the 

is applicable in the case including social and economic 

environment. The existence of a unified European economy, with flows of global production 

occurs in a context in which each Member State needs are extremely diverse, as inequalities 

en Member States are extremely high. There are considerable differences between 

Eastern and Western countries in most indicators considered in the Europe 2020 strategy. 

Indicators on poverty, the rate of early school leavers or those concerning the allocations of 

GDP for R&D reveal the development gaps between the Western and the Eastern states. The 

only indicators for which the situation is reversed cover the emissions of greenhouse gas and 

eve the Europe 2020 

targets. This situation practically cancels the sustainable recovery scenario underpinning the 
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Europe 2020 Strategy, revealing the inability to secure a uniform implementation of the 

strategic framework governing the 2014-2020 programming period. 
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