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Rue Joseph II 70, B-1049 Bruxelles – Belgium. J-70 01/122. Telephone: 02/299 49 96   

email:   REP-PERS-OSP-GENERATION-2004@ec.europa.eu 

 

 

Brussels, 26 November 2020 

NOTE FOR THE ATTENTION OF MS GERTRUD INGESTAD  

DIRECTOR-GENERAL OF DG HR  

 

Subject: Generation 2004 Opinion regarding the Commission action to set up a new HR strategy 

 

Dear Ms Ingestad, 

As announced during the last relevant social dialogue meetings, please find attached the opinion 
of Generation 2004 regarding the Commission action to set up a new HR strategy.  

The document is intended to contribute in an effective manner to the discussions on the new HR 
strategy. The analysis and proposals presented in it are the result of a long process of 

consultations, discussions and exchanges, which started in June 2020 and involved a large 
number Generation 2004 members. 

We remain available to provide any further details on the proposals presented in the document 
and to continue our discussions on this important issue.  

With kind regards, 

Łukasz WARDYN 

 

 
 

Chair of Generation 2004 

 

 

 

CC:  SAKKERS Ewoud (HR), DULUC Laurent (HR), ROQUES Christian (HR), JARDINE Norman (HR)  

mailto:REP-PERS-OSP-GENERATION-2004@ec.europa.eu


 

2 
 

ANNEX 

 

 

Generation 2004 Opinion 

regarding 

the Commission action to set up a new HR strategy 

Brussels, 26 November 2020 

 

 

The new HR Strategy  

An opportunity to make HR management fairer at the European Commission 

 

1. Background 

In June 2020, DG HR launched a process to set up a new HR Strategy for the European Commission. This 

was a reaction to Ursula von der Leyen’s request to Commissioner Hahn to continue modernising the 

Commission. In the first phase (June to autumn 2020), HR consulted extensively with staff to get a ‘clear 

understanding of staff views on how we might improve and modernise the Commission, and [the staff’s] 

ideas on what the HR should be doing to support this’. During the second phase, DG HR will use the results 

of the consultation phase to develop a new HR strategy, to be implemented in 2021. 

While agreeing with the stated aim of the new HR Strategy: ‘to attract, retain and develop our staff in line 

with the organisation's objectives, and […] to create the right conditions for staff to grow, thrive and 

deliver’ and welcoming a participatory approach, Generation 2004 has identified serious drawbacks 

pertaining to the (lack of an underlying) analysis, the process being used and the structure of the expected 

outcomes.  

Generation 2004 has prepared this document to contribute to the discussion on the new HR Strategy in 

an efficient manner. The analysis and proposals presented here are the result of a long process of 

consultations, discussions and exchanges, which started in June 2020 and involved a large number 

Generation 2004 members.  
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1.1. No needs analysis 

One of the core principles of good governance is that, before any action is taken to introduce far-reaching 

changes to an existing system, a careful analysis of that system, including the identification of its 

shortcomings and flaws, be carried out. In the present context, an evaluation of the measures taken 

previously – above all those related to Commissioner Kristalina Georgieva’s new approach towards talent 

management in 2015 – is imperative, as is an evaluation of the preceding reforms of the Staff 

Regulations (SR) (2004 and 2014), which set the current HR management legal framework in the European 

institutions. In addition to the points listed above, the peculiarities of the current situation due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic must also be considered. However, none of these recommendations are in the 

current plan, making it more than likely that any new strategy will fail to meet the expectations of both 

those proposing it and of staff.  

It goes without saying that Generation 2004 appreciates a participatory approach. However, we do not 

subscribe to the view that information collected through staff surveys is a suitable substitute for a careful 

analysis. Surveys can deliver some ideas and suggestions but do not suffice to obtain a thorough and 

comprehensive understanding of the real and current issues and needs. Without careful analysis, there is 

a high risk of HR doing something but not the right thing. 

Finally, other Commission policies, such as the European Green Deal, or the findings of a recent study on 

how to become a climate-neutral institution by 2030, may have a substantial impact on the future of work 

in the Commission, in particular given the enormous added workload of implementing the Recovery and 

Resilience package. Any new HR strategy must therefore expressly take this additional complexity into 

account. 

1.2. A process with serious flaws 

Frist, a key element of staff involvement in any reform process is the consultation of the staff 

representation: elected staff representatives, relevant joint committees and staff associations and trade 

unions (OSPs [Organisations syndicales et professionnelles]). HR has an obligation to involve the staff 

representation in the whole process, from beginning to end and as full and equal partners in a social 

dialogue. However, that dialogue with the OSPs started only after they complained and when the HR 

consultation with staff was already ongoing. Generation 2004 therefore expects that a comprehensive 

and timely consultation of the staff representation and the OSPs will take place in Phase 2 when the 

new HR Strategy is to be drafted. To this end, Generation 2004 calls upon DG HR to circulate as soon as 

possible a schedule for this consultation together with a summary and critical analysis of the inputs 

received (from staff as well as external players).  

Second, the methodology and the principles applied to collect and analyse staff views and, above all, to 

draw up the final strategy on the basis of the input received. Until now, it is unclear how staff views and 

other input collected through the different channels will feed into the proposal for a strategy. 

Generation 2004 requests  that the methodology and the principles are made fully transparent and that 

the choices concerning both the inclusion and the exclusion of proposals are duly justified and 

explained.  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://myintracomm.ec.europa.eu/dg/ECFIN/communication/internal/_layouts/15/WopiFrame.aspx?sourcedoc=/dg/ECFIN/communication/internal/midday_info/middayinfosession_20200618.pptx&action=default&DefaultItemOpen=1
https://myintracomm.ec.europa.eu/dg/ECFIN/communication/internal/_layouts/15/WopiFrame.aspx?sourcedoc=/dg/ECFIN/communication/internal/midday_info/middayinfosession_20200618.pptx&action=default&DefaultItemOpen=1
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Third, the new HR Strategy is intended to significantly reshape the way of working of the European 

Commission and will impact the career and choices of many if not all Commission employees. Such an 

initiative would ideally therefore have been preceded by a thorough impact assessment process, in line 

with the Commission’s Better Regulation Guidance. Short of that, Generation 2004 calls upon DG HR to 

provide to the staff representatives the analyses carried out both by the administration and external 

consultants (Gartner), the envisaged DG HR document reviewing all current HR strategies, projects and 

initiatives and the HR maturity assessment1, together with an explanation of how these assessments 

are taken into account in the drafting of the new strategy. All information and all relevant documents 

should be shared with staff representatives in a timely fashion to allow them to analyse all the available 

information in-depth. 

Finally, as part of the European public administration, the European Commission serves the European 

public, shaping the European project by upholding the values of democracy, freedom and solidarity. A 

natural starting point for any analysis would hence be a comparison with other EU institutions and to a 

lesser extent with international organisations. Where external expertise is to be used, it should be well 

justified and motivated. This has hitherto not been the case and Generation 2004 expects DG HR to fill 

the gap in due course. 

 

2. A limited structure gives a limited view  

While it is clear there is no ‘one right’ structure for an HR strategy, the six-pillar design of the new HR 

Strategy does not reflect the complex nature of HR management.  

First, the strong interdependency of the pillars via various linking elements is not sufficiently stressed. 

Neither is the need to seek complementarities and mutually beneficial outcomes (‘synergies’), while 

avoiding potential contradictory effects of individual measures. 

Second, the nature of the proposed pillars is very different and not balanced: for example ‘culture’, which 

encompasses the values of the European public administration, with ethics as its lighthouse, is ‘just’ one 

of them while it should be at the very basis of any strategy for staff as all the other elements rest and 

depend upon it. Similarly, environmental aspects are not spelled out. At the same time, e.g. the 

‘technology’ pillar is simply instrumental to any goal being pursued, as it provides tools to staff to get work 

done. 

Following the above, our recommendation on the structure is to reconsider it  in order to make the 

interdependency of different pillars clear, possibly introducing horizontal/framing ones. 

 

3. Proposals for HR reform in the interest of both the staff and the institution 

These proposals are based on two overarching principles. 

First and foremost, Generation 2004 is of the opinion that a new HR strategy should focus on the added 
value the European public administration brings to the European project and on how this added valued 

                                                             
1 See Ares(2020) 3122735 of 16/06/2020 

https://myintracomm.ec.europa.eu/sg/better_regulation/Pages/index.aspx
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can be maintained and increased in the light of the current and future challenges the European Union is 
bound to face. However, we note that some of the current problems, including the increasingly precarious 
working conditions and less attractive employment conditions for nationals from an increasing number of 
Member States, may not be fully addressed within the framework of a new HR strategy.  

Generation 2004 remains convinced that the reforms in 2004 and 2014 are at the root of many of the 
current problems, whose adverse effects were well analysed in a report by the Court of Auditors. Some 
of these problems are the result of a misguided application of the Staff Regulations, others have been 
expressly provided for by the legislator. We do not call for an opening of the Staff Regulations at this point. 
However, we would like to note that, should the Staff Regulations be opened, it should be only with a 
view to mitigate or even reverse the adverse effects of the 2004 and 2014 reforms2. This is essential to 
preserve the functioning and sustainability of the European public service and its role and responsibilities 
towards the Member States. 

Second, the basic principles that the Commission ‘preaches’ to the Member States should also apply to 
its own HR policies: equal pay for equal work across all staff categories (contract agents (CAs), temporary 
agents (TAs), etc.) and fair chances for all staff to advance in their careers while encouraging mobility  
within the Commission and between the Commission, other EU institutions and national administrations 
so as to avoid the creation of bubbles and move the Commission closer to the public it is supposed to 
serve. We table the non-exhaustive list of proposals presented below as Generation 2004’s contribution 
to the current discussion on the new HR Strategy. While, as noted earlier, we consider that the six-pillar 
structure may not be fully fit to guide the discussions about HR matters, to facilitate the comparison with 
other proposals, the six-pillar structure has been kept. 

                                                             
2 Here is a non-exhaustive list: 37.5 weekly working hours, annual leave rights for distance to place of origin, the 
percentage relating to annual accrual of pension rights, promotion system and career speed, etc. 

https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR19_15/SR_Staff_reform_EN.pdf
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PILLAR 1: TALENT 

a. Close the career gap between pre-2004 and post-2004-post-2014 staff and restore 
geographical balance in all categories through: 

1. regular internal competitions based exclusively on competence without entry restrictions with 

respect to grade, category and chosen fields. 

2. open competitions for all grades provided for in the Staff Regulations. 

3. other targeted career realignment options. 

 

b. Improve career options to all staff, through the following. 
4. Career guidance services that are effective, customised and accompany each staff member, 

regardless of the category they fall into, from the moment they are recruited till they leave an 

institution. 

5. Possibilities for career development other than managerial that are also real career paths, and 

not mere titles (such as ‘senior assistants/expert’) that have as their main benefit only the 

possibility of avoiding grade and salary progression ceilings. 

6. True talent-management measures that are open to all staff, and not to a pre-selected few 

(see also proposals under Pillar 3 below). 

7. Abolishing the Junior Professional Programme (JPP), which does not provide any added benefit 

compared to regular general European Personnel Selection Office (EPSO) competitions but, on 

the contrary, offers a privileged career path to a narrow group of potential beneficiaries. 

8. Develop a talent-management scheme for CAs and TAs to give them a fair chance to become 

permanent officials. 

9. Promote mobility for CAs and TAs (for e.g. listing vacancies on a single website across all 

institutions and agencies, encouraging short-term job shadowing and longer-term 

secondments across the Commission and agencies, ensuring preferential recruitment of 

qualified CAs and other non-permanent staff by executive agencies and delegations, taking 

into consideration professional experience acquired before joining the European institutions 

when allocating function groups). 

 

c. Make sure that the principle ‘equal pay for equal work’ is effectively and fully complied 
with by, e.g. the following.  

10. Substantially increasing the number of assistant (AST) colleagues, effectively doing 

administrator (AD) work, to become ADs either via certification or internal competitions 

designed accordingly. 

11.  Apply the principle for vertical career progression for assistant secretaries and clerks (AST/SCs) 

similar to the way it is offered to AST (certification). Plan a certification scheme and/or internal 

competitions for AST/SCs to become ASTs with a reasonable number of positions available 

annually.  

12. Take the necessary measures to ensure that assistants in transition are matched with the type 

of post that correspond to the job description, and prevent situations where they work above 

their pay grade.  

13. Mitigate or otherwise compensate cuts to the retirement conditions of post-2004 staff. 
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PILLAR 2: DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION 

a. Act to reach and maintain the necessary geographical balance among staff across all grades and 

categories (see also above: Pillar 1, measure a). 

b. Ensure the recruitment and effective inclusion of people with disabilities by creating a working 

environment where they can thrive through leveraging new technologies, including Artificial 

Intelligence (AI), and by promoting a more inclusive culture and gathering more precise data on 

disability at the Commission. 

c. Make sure that the employment conditions offered by the Commission do not disproportionately 

attract mobile/single people by making them attractive also to people with families/children – 

including in terms of salary, allowances, family leave, schooling and childcare facilities, equal 

career opportunities for all including single parents and those on maternity/paternity leave. 

d. Analyse the impact of the 2004 and 2014 Staff Regulations reforms on single parents and women 

and act to ensure that these categories are not disproportionately impacted, e.g. by the increase 

in working hours and in terms of career progression, mobility opportunities, salary. 

PILLAR 3: LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT 

a. For the recruitment of new managers, a pool of potential candidates should be created by 

offering management training and requiring the successful participation in an assessment centre 

independently of specific vacancies. 

b. Management positions should be temporary: those lacking the necessary skills to lead people 

should go back to non-management tasks. This would also give to a larger number of people the 

opportunity to become a manager and – above all – increase the quality of management at the 

Commission by leveraging existing skills and talents and appointing ‘the right person to the right 

position’. 

c. Managers should be subject to regular 360-degree evaluation of their management skills 

conducted among their staff. These regular evaluations should then lead to concrete actions – 

including the possibility to remove them from their managerial positions. 

d. The size of units should be revised to avoid the huge discrepancies in size/numbers to be 

effectively managed (in some cases up to 150 staff or equivalents and others very small, seemingly 

set up to justify additional head of unit (HoU) posts). 
e. The number of senior management positions should be reduced  to the minimum necessary. The 

‘artificial’ creation of new senior management posts – such as deputy director and deputy director 

-general posts– should be avoided. 

f. On the other side, existing ‘junior’ management positions - such as deputy head of unit (DHoU), 

team leader and head of sector – should be officially recognised as management positions.  

g. Strictly apply the rotation principle also to managers in DG HR to ensure that they move to other 

DGs and widen their horizon. Take special care to ensure that management in HR reflects the 

diversity of the Commission and of the European Union, including in terms of geographical 

balance. 
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PILLAR 4: WORKPLACE AND WELL-BEING 

a. Any change to the current office arrangements should be preceded by thorough consultations 

with staff and OSPs and in-depth studies on their impact on health, well-being, motivation, 

efficiency of staff and the attractiveness of the Commission  as an employer. 

b. The goal of any change in office arrangements should be to ensure the best possible working 

conditions and to guarantee staff health and well-being. This also in the light of the lessons learnt 

from the current pandemic about how easily viruses can spread in crowded rooms. Changes to 

the workspace should not be dictated simply by the desire to cut costs, but should address first 

and foremost the specific needs of the staff involved. 

c. The Communication on the workplace of the Future should be duly applied, especially principles 

8 and 9 concerning staff involvement, in particular when stating that ‘staff affected should be 

highly involved in the process from the very beginning, including expressing their needs for the 

workspace and helping to make decisions about its final design’. 

d. Fighting against harassment/bullying should be a high priority; the working and the outcomes of 

the procedures in place in this field should be reformed to address the deficiencies of the anti-

harassment policy of the European Commission, in consultation with the OSPs and the 

Harassment Watch Network. As a rule, a harassed/bullied staff member should have the choice 

to stay in the job. The person doing the harassing should instead be moved elsewhere, far from 

staff members who could again be subject to bullying and should remain under close observation 

and undergo re-education/training. 

e. Teleworking should be a right – of course this should also take into account force majeure 

situations, and should not limit the freedom of staff to come to the office whenever necessary 

and their right to have at their disposal in the Commission premises all the necessary equipment 

and the appropriate conditions to perform their work at all times. For mandatory telework longer 

than one month, the necessary equipment should be provided, and additional costs incurred 

should be covered. 

f. Teleworking from outside the place of employment has proven to be effective during summer, 

so much so that it is now being repeated pre-Christmas. It should therefore be extended by 

allowing staff to use the 60 days allocated for occasional teleworking also from another Member 

State, potentially in batches of a limited number of days per month. Given this limitation, this 

possibility should not impact allowances (e.g. expatriation/foreign residence/annual travel). The 

Court of Auditors is already applying a similar rule, allowing staff to use the days allocated for 

occasional teleworking also for teleworking from abroad. 

g. Business trips (‘missions’) and external events should be allowed whenever they are necessary 

to achieve their intended purposes, such as setting and strengthening contacts with national, 

regional, and local authorities, with the public or with colleagues in other sites, or to ease 

collaboration. 

h. Meetings – whether virtual or in person – should not be organised outside normal working hours 

or during lunch-breaks, unless truly exceptional circumstances require it.  

 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/3/2019/EN/C-2019-7450-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-1.PDF
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PILLAR 5: TECHNOLOGY 

a. Step up the ongoing efforts to harmonise the different tools, platforms and systems used across 

DGs with a view to ease collaboration, communication, interoperability, and staff mobility. 

b. The digital transformation of HR should not place HR further away from people, further reducing 

human contact and making it more difficult to find solutions to practical issues. Interacting with a 

mailbox or via an online contact form cannot replace interacting with colleagues. Therefore, 

contact persons should be available for every digitally offered service. 

c. A right to disconnect should be set out, explicitly recognised and effectively implemented to avoid 

the well-documented adverse effects on health of being constantly connected and reachable all 

day and every day. To this effect, an appropriate timeframe should be set where work-related 

emails and calls are not allowed – unless truly exceptional circumstances require it (e.g. from 

19:30 to 07:30). More broadly, a digital code of conduct should be set out and applied to set basic 

rules to ease remote interactions. 

PILLAR 6: ORGANISATION AND CULTURE 

a. Fixed-term contracts and TA positions should be used exclusively for short-term needs, not to 

artificially lower the cost of labour or facilitate redundancies. 

b. To reflect our culture as a European public administration  the ‘management speak’ typically used 

by United States corporations (currently so widespread at the Commission and especially in the 

HR field) should be replaced by a more humane language. For example, colleagues should be 

called colleagues and not customers or clients; more humane terms should replace terminology 

such as business correspondent or account management centre (AMC). 

c. Language and terminology should not be used to disguise facts: e.g. becoming ‘collaborative and 

agile’ should not become synonymous with an increased use of fixed-term contracts and the 

implementation of open-plan offices/hot desking. The term ‘collaborative space’ should also be 

clearly defined to avoid any confusion with open-plan offices/hot desking. 

d. DG HR should ensure the equal treatment of all colleagues by applying the rules uniformly across 

DGs and services, thus putting an end to the diverging practices we witness every day depending 

on the different interpretation of the rules given by directors-general, directors, and heads of unit. 

 
 

More broadly and going beyond the limited outlook of the six-pillar structure, it is essential that any HR 
reforms are designed in close cooperation with all the EU institutions, so as to ensure equality of 
treatment and increased mobility. Such cooperation applied to the design of a new HR strategy would 
also make it possible to finally overcome the ‘silo mentality’ that creates ‘walls’ between different 
institutions – and often different DGs or even different units within a DG – through diverging rules, 
practices and procedures. This mentality still prevents much-needed cooperation within and among the 
institutions and effectively stands in the way of having ‘the right person at the right place’. 

In conclusion, Generation 2004 is convinced that both the starting point and the goal of a reform of HR 
policy should be to preserve and empower its staff, so that all Commission staff can continue to work to 
bring Europe out of these crises and build a stronger EU for the next generation. 

 


