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European Commission unveils the EU Action Plan for Social Economy  

– What’s in it for Europe’s Roma1? 

 

On 9 December 2021, the European Commission proposed an EU Social Economy Action Plan, 

aimed at putting forward concrete measures to help mobilise the full potential of social 

economy, including through improved visibility and recognition and access to finance and 

markets. The Action Plan includes measures to “enhance social investment, support social 

economy actors and social enterprises to start-up, scale-up, innovate and create jobs”, as 

well as presents funding opportunities available to support the social economy. 

 

ERGO Network has closely engaged with the run-up to the Action Plan, with a view to raise 

awareness on the key role social economy can play in contributing to Roma inclusion and to 

delivering on the objectives of the EU Roma Strategic Framework. In 2020, we released a  

comprehensive position paper, The role of Social Economy in supporting Roma social and 

economic inclusion. A close-up on the Covid-19 pandemic and the recovery strategies. ERGO 

Network members have reviewed the proposed EU Social Economy Action Plan in light of the 

key messages of our own position paper, and the findings of this exercise are reprised below.  

 
1 The umbrella term “Roma” encompasses diverse groups, including Roma, Sinti, Kale, Romanichels, 
Boyash/Rudari, Ashkali, Egyptians, Yenish, Dom, Lom, Rom and Abdal, as well as Traveller populations (gens du 
voyage, Gypsies, Camminanti, etc.), in accordance with terminology used by the European Commission.  

https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=24986&langId=en
https://ergonetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/2020_Social-Economy-position-paper.pdf
https://ergonetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/2020_Social-Economy-position-paper.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/roma-eu/roma-equality-inclusion-and-participation-eu_en
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KEY MESSAGE 1: Legislative framework prioritising social goals  

over financial gain & promoting sustainability 

 

We welcome that developing policy and legal frameworks is one of the explicit objectives of 

the Action Plan. However, the key aspect of the social and societal objectives of social 

economy are not sufficiently emphasised when it comes to the definition of these 

frameworks. While the European Commission praises the adoption, over the past decade, of 

several support structures for social economy (such as legal frameworks, labels and 

certifications, dedicated Governmental unites etc), the document does not address the quality 

and substance or these structures. It is encouraging that, when discussing public procurement, 

the Action Plan highlights the under-use of socially responsible public procurement (as 

compared also to green public procurement) and of taking social aspects into account.  

 

Social economy is a substantive, integral part of economic activity, not a charitable, short-term 

intervention. Sustainability is not the same as commercial viability, as it is connected rather to 

the wellbeing of beneficiaries and the positive social impact. Equally, a partnership approach 

needs to be embedded when these frameworks are built or revised, involving key 

stakeholders, including Roma communities and their civil society representatives. We hope 

to see these elements reflected in the upcoming Council Recommendation on developing 

social economy framework conditions next year. 

 

KEY MESSAGE 2: Meaningful partnerships  

supporting Roma participation and ownership 

 

We appreciate that the Action Plan highlights the added value (inclusiveness, resilience, 

sustainability) that social economy enterprises bring to local communities, stressing their 

strong local roots and the impetus to serve the communities where they are based, thus 

contributing to local development as well as service provision in remote areas which are 

otherwise not covered. The section on social innovation also credits closeness to communities 

and bottom-up approaches as key drivers of socially innovative approaches and solutions.  
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However, the role and potential of these communities is insufficiently taken into account in 

the document, as the main focus continues to be on local authorities. Only promotion 

channels to these actors are discussed, including in the framework of the ESF+, ERDF, and the 

Just Transition Fund. Community-Led Local Development (CLLD) is not mentioned.  

 

Social economy initiatives must enshrine a broad bottom-up approach, based on real 

community needs and grassroot input, giving the Roma a voice in the process. It is essential 

that non-Roma-led social enterprises work alongside Roma people or Roma organisations, to 

make use of the full pool of skills and talents already present in the communities. We are glad 

to see workers-owned social enterprises recognised and supported, as they provide 

increased ownership, thus empowering individuals and communities and strengthening 

democracies. We regret, however, that the Roma are not mentioned at all in this context, and 

that broader local partnerships, involving all stakeholders, are not supported.  

 

KEY MESSAGE 3: The Roma named explicitly  

as target group for social economy interventions 

 

Unfortunately, there is a single mention to Europe’s Roma in the Action Plan, namely in the 

Introduction: “[Social economy] complements [Member States’] efforts to integrate young 

people and disadvantaged groups (e.g. persons with disabilities, older people, long-term 

unemployed, persons with a migrant, minority racial or ethnic background (particularly the 

Roma), single parents) into the labour market”. There are no other references to ethnic 

background, minorities, or racialised communities in the document.  

 

Experience shows that, if Roma inclusion is not spelled out as an objective, mainstream 

approaches will leave them behind. If social economy enterprises are indeed to deliver on 

their mission to support the vulnerable groups identified above, they need to be clearly 

identified as key beneficiaries of interventions. What is needed is clear indicators that monitor 

Roma participation in social economy initiatives, the level of ownership, number of Roma 

staff etc. Additionally, social economy actors must be mindful of deeply rooted discrimination 

and antigypsyism and make conscious efforts to combat any such tendencies.  
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KEY MESSAGE 4: Fostering Roma social entrepreneurship  

through awareness and training 

 

The Action Plan clearly spells out the need for business development support for social 

enterprises, however it does so mainly in the context of scaling-up and expanding, or 

upskilling the workforce, rather than setting up a social enterprise from scratch. Additionally, 

while entrepreneurs with a migrant background, young, and female entrepreneurs are 

explicitly mentioned under the objective of broadening the appeal of entrepreneurship, 

disappointingly nothing is said about Roma social entrepreneurs. As referred above, the 

Roma are mentioned only once, only as beneficiaries, and only in the context of labour market 

integration. This is a glaring missed opportunity to tap into the enormous potential and 

competences that the Roma bring to the table, and to deliver on the objectives of the EU Roma 

Framework for Equality, Participation, and Inclusion.  

 

Roma are drivers and beneficiaries of change, but more targeted support is needed to build 

the capacity of the Roma to become social entrepreneurs. Social enterprises create 

sustainable, quality employment for Roma and help forge a new generation of innovative 

entrepreneurs. Hence, the existence and potential of social enterprises need to be better 

promoted in Roma communities. Roma social entrepreneurs need specific training and 

capacity-building, social enterprise hubs, mentoring, peer learning, financial and in-kind 

support.  

 

KEY MESSAGE 5: Access to stable, dedicated, transparent funding 

 

ERGO Network welcomes that the Action Plan acknowledges the key role of public financial 

support for social enterprises, noting also that they have greater difficulty in accessing finance 

than standard enterprises, as well as the commitment to increase the level of support in the 

next programming period. A number of positive proposals are included in the Action Plan, 

aimed at facilitation access to funds by social economy actors, through expanding access to 

state aid, better defining services of general economic interest, mobilising private as well as 

philanthropic finance, better awareness of EU funds, and grant supports. 
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Regrettably, the document doesn’t take into account the fact that marginalised and 

racialised communities face additional barriers in accessing funding from mainstream 

financial providers, nor does it put forward proposals to address them. Specific public funding 

schemes and community-based and philanthropic funding should support minority-led social 

enterprises regardless of their market performance, given their public utility. A number of 

other tools could have been included, such as favourable, soft loan conditions; state-provided 

guarantees for bank loans; provision of free premises; provision of free expert support; tax 

deductions; fiscal incentives. 

 

KEY MESSAGE 6: An economy based on solidarity  

that works for all, including for Roma 

 

We appreciate that the Action Plan refers to the positive “spill-over” effect of social economy 

business models to mainstream business, through closer alignment to social economy goals 

and the incorporation of environmental, social and governance (ESG) concerns. We further 

salute proposals to more comprehensively include social economy business models in 

entrepreneurship educational curricula and business courses. It is also encouraging to see a 

commitment to support the development of social impact measurement and management, 

including involving stakeholders in the development of assessment methodologies. 

 

However, we are disappointed to see that only the contribution of social economy to the 

green and digital transition is adequately referenced (through a dedicated section), while too 

little is said about the great potential of social economy to reduce poverty and contribute 

to social inclusion. Poverty is only mentioned three times, each time only listed among the 

targets of the Social Pillar, or the Sustainable Development Goals. This is in blatant 

contradiction with statements in the Introduction and the Way Forward sections, 

acknowledging that social economy and this Action Plan can help implement the principles 

and headline targets of the European Pillar of Social Rights. The Social Pillar is mentioned 

again within the section dedicated to the green and digital transitions, but exclusively to tie 

its education target to the provision of the digital skills required by the digital transition. 
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* 

*       * 

 

Social enterprises have proven their resilience in both the previous economic and social crisis 

as well as in the current one, highlighting the need to make economies social and sustainable 

overall and for all, including Europe’s most vulnerable groups. Social economy offers great 

potential to address Roma poverty, employment, health, education, accommodation, 

nutrition, and to keep alive Roma culture and crafts. Sadly, this opportunity was missed, as 

the Action Plan fails to create fruitful synergies with the EU Roma Strategic Framework, as 

well as with the European Pillar of Social Rights in a comprehensive way.  

 

ERGO Network expresses its hope that these gaps will be remedied through 

implementation, lest Europe’s Roma be left behind once more, and stands ready to support 

these efforts at both EU and national level.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For more information about our work on Social Economy, please contact Amana Ferro 
(a.ferro@ergonetwork.org), Senior Policy Adviser with the ERGO Network staff team. 

 

mailto:a.ferro@ergonetwork.org

