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        Brussels, 27 September 2001

TOWARDS A MORE CONTINUOUS CAREER SYSTEM:

THE JOINT T.U. position

On 14 September, all members of the High-Level Body (the Ersbøll Group) having rejected the 28 February proposals concerning ‘strengthening the career structure’, DG ADMIN presented a new document entitled ‘Towards a more continuous career system’.

The previous document had contained two options that presented provisions very dangerous for future staff earnings: 

- under Option A, withdrawal of automatic promotion beyond the third step (this would have set a salary ceiling for almost two thirds of all officials);

- under Option B, continuing deterioration in career progression (and conditions for moving onto a new grid so poorly designed that they are now acknowledged to be impracticable).

The situation in the Commission with regard to careers, already much less favourable than in other Institutions, has not been improved in any way.

It was therefore not difficult to improve on the Consultation Document of 28 February. The document now on the table contains significant changes compared with its predecessor. The merits of the new proposal are analysed below. 

1. Option A+

a) The Commission has taken account of the criticisms articulated by the Ersbøll Group concerning the original Option A. The Commission’s proposal contains a number of acceptable points, including:

- measures with immediate effect facilitating movements from one category to another (e.g. reduction in minimal seniority, and simplification of procedures)
;

- the possibility of some A4s moving into A3 without assuming management duties;

- the ‘phasing out’ of Category D in conditions favourable to the staff concerned.

b) The proposal to recruit at a lower grade (extension of career for A8, and the creation of new A9, C6 and B6 grades indicates a desire on the part of the Commission to reduce starting salaries and to extend the length of careers; furthermore, there is the prospect of the arrival of officials from countries where pay levels are substantially lower than in current Member States. As Category changes begin to take place, these proposals will ultimately reduce global payroll costs.

c) Three aspects of the proposal can be substantially improved:

- facilitating movements from one Category to another is a move in the right direction, as long as the selection of officials is subject to an objective certification procedure that allows no room for arbitrary decisions;

- proposals to accelerate or slow down step-advancement cannot become a structural measure based on pre-established quotas. All decisions must flow from specific analyses by the Promotions Committee. It is therefore a measure that is applicable only once in each Grade, and is not associated with the application of quotas. They have no justification: for example, careers currently defined as ‘slow’ do not necessarily correspond to lower levels of performance;

- no valid justification has been put forward for the setting up of a premium payment system either for Heads of Unit or for particular posts. These systems have had numerous perverse effects in Member States, and have no place in the Commission.

d) Option A+ might be acceptable to most members of staff with these improvements. It has the additional advantage of not requiring major changes to contracts of employment, and therefore placing the Commission in a less difficult position with regard to the Council. This Option has budgetary advantages as far as the Council is concerned: assuming identical populations, the workforce will cost less overall, particularly if the premium payment system advocated by the Commission is not introduced.

2. Option C

The Commission has worked hard to make this Option better than when it was originally presented as Option B in the proposals of 28 February. Progress has been made, particularly in the definition of transition mechanism: it is still complicated, and could trigger a huge number of legal claims.

There are now plans for two Categories: Assistants (former Categories C and B) from Grade 1 to Grade 10, and Administrators (former Categories A and LA) from Grade 5 to Grade 13. Grades 13, 15 and 16 are reserved for Directors and Directors-General. This will result in an overlap of Grades 5 to 10 with, for example, two separate Promotions Committees for Assistants and for Administrators.

The main drawbacks identified in Option B are still:

- the dangers of proposing to the Council a new grid and major alterations to our Regulations, given the likelihood of a downward review (the Commission proposes; the Council disposes);

- the complexity of reclassification procedures that have to be applied to all staff;

- the drastic reduction in the number of steps compared with now and with Option A+, and the effect of making pay rises depend almost exclusively on promotions, which will in turn very largely, if not exclusively, depend on priority merit points awarded by Directors-General.

We shall now evaluate the new proposal:

- insofar as it conforms to the objectives that the Commission has set itself;

- insofar as it effectively retains benefits that have been won;

- in respect of the impact on the budget.

Conforming to Commission objectives

A higher correlation between progression and acknowledged merit

Rightly or wrongly, one of the reform’s basic orientations is to ensure that ‘high flyers’ enjoy substantially higher remuneration than ‘normal’ and ‘slow’ careers, the aim being to increase the former’s motivation.

In this context, according to figures supplied by DG ADMIN, and by comparison with an average career, Option C gives high flyers (i.e. not counting people in management positions, for whom the gap will be even greater) a salary supplement (all remuneration received throughout the official’s career) of approximately 18%, compared with now (+7%) and the Option A+ (14%). 

For example, the change in career structure under Option C would only produce an extra 4% (i.e. up from 14% to 18%) compared with the other Option. From the Commission’s point of view – and not ours – it is doubtful whether it is worth undertaking such a wide-ranging exercise for such minimal additional results. 

Although the cost of the change has been calculated and budgeted for, one might conclude that it is disproportionate to the objective – in other words, what is the justification for Option C compared with Option A+, which already covers 78% of the gap sought? 

Removing bottlenecks

Option C does not offer a genuinely continuous structure: given the planned disappearance of Category D and the existence of two Categories, Administrators and Assistants, it is in fact a combination of B and C. There is as yet no conclusive evidence of the benefits for staff in Category C, but the problems for other Categories are already crystal-clear.

For Category B, for example, all we need to know is whether the combination with staff on C will align with B (a Category that is more numerous and better defined under the current conditions of division of labour in the Commission). 

Current Categories B and C achieve no real opportunities for change in Option C (e.g. easier movement from one Category to another in Option A+) because in this Option C, upgradings are based on arbitrary decisions of the hierarchy.

For Category A in this respect, Option C does not offer any significant benefit compared with the situation as it stands, or if it were to be improved under Option A+. 

In line with benefits won

From the staff point of view, the most important issue to be clarified is whether the Option provides career advancement benefits by comparison with the present system, or at least no worsening.

a) The existence of compensations in the form of virtual steps itself shows that progression under the new system will be slower than at present. The virtual steps will ensure that officials at the bottom of a Grade are paid a salary that is comparable to what they would have received in the current automatic step-advancement system, but there will be no compensation for others at the top of a Grade or awaiting promotion, which by definition they have not yet received.

b) Option C contains four steps instead of eight, and no additional global pay as officials reach the end of their careers. This situation will cause officials’ salary progression to slow down. Suffice it to say that the fourth step in each Grade corresponds to first step in the grade above, so when officials win promotion when they are on the fourth step, they will have to wait another two years before their pay goes up. So how’s that for innovation! Promotion at zero cost for the Administration!
c) Option C offers Category A seven movements between Grades instead of four. It is hard to see how this situation will not result in a slowdown in officials’ careers. As far as the other Categories (i.e. C and B) are concerned, a typical career provides for progression from Level 1 to Level 10 in 40.5 years. That is not especially fast. In fact, many will not have time to reach the Level they are theoretically entitled to attain: their chances of promotion will depend on the movements between Grades or Categories that take place in comparable ways in both Options.

d) Option C introduces very considerable differentiations in respect of end-of-career salary – and therefore of pension, which, according to Commission estimates, will range from 1% currently to 18%.

e) The Commission is hoping that the Council will adopt its proposals, and not try to mitigate the impact on staff pay. In fact, the Council has had a very negative attitude to this, and is unlikely to pass up the opportunity presented by these important contractual amendments (e.g. the flattening of salary grids) to introduce reductions. It will also be tempted to lower the rate of promotions, or to challenge transitions (e.g. virtual steps). 

Promises made by the Commission in negotiations like these are not at all the same thing as guarantees. The Commission’s proposal will be placed on the negotiating table, and in the end it will inevitably be modified. In view of the Council’s known positions, these changes will be exclusively downward.  That is why some articles in the Regulations must not be subject to proposed amendments as they would inevitably be unfavourable for staff.

Impact on the budget

In the course of the inter-Institutional talks, the Secretary-General of the European Parliament expressly referred to this danger, and said that the change in the career structure (then known as Option B) could result in an across-the-board compression of the total wage-sum of EC Institutions.

For fear of alarming staff, the Commission has been cautious when making estimates of changes in salaries, but these estimates are deliberately posited on the total wage-sum being almost stable. It is a starting-point for calculations, not a result. The logic of the way that Option C operates will unquestionably lead to budgetary savings, as salaries will no longer be protected by the system of automatic step-advancement as soon as they leave the compensation system.

Given the stranglehold of current budgetary arrangements, the desire systematically to maximise the benefits given to high flyers (e.g. accelerated careers, premium payments and access to managerial posts) will count for much more than the 18% benefit referred to in the proposal. It will inevitably result in a reduction in salary progression for others, as the money will have to come from somewhere.

3. conclusions

a) The Commission has frequently argued that the two options on the table were completely symmetrical. It must therefore maintain this position, while at the same time not implicitly functioning within the framework of Option C, or promoting it in contacts with other Institutions.

b) The above analysis reveals that an improved Option A+ offers:

- benefits for staff as a whole;

- much smaller risks in negotiations with the Council;

- budgetary advantages for the Council in terms of a global reduction in total wage-sum, but no financial loss for individual officials.

c) Despite improvements compared with the earlier Option B, Option C still contains very considerable dangers for staff:

- the benefits are apparent rather than real, particularly for Categories B and C, on whose support the Commission relies;

- although some small groups may find potential benefits (e.g. Categories C and B at the top of their Grade), most will have to confront an across-the-board slowdown in careers, and therefore in salary progression;

- because the contractual changes under Option C are so wide-ranging, it can easily be eroded by the Council, which will in turn be able to re-define the salary grid downwards.

The under-signed trade unions accordingly reject Option C in favour of an enhanced Option A+. They urge staff to mobilise against the implementation of Option C.
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AnalysIS OF PROPOSAL A+

Current situation
Proposal A+
Observations

Career structure

End of career on A4
Possibility of finishing on A3 with no managerial position
OK

Category D
Gradual abolition of Category D
OK as long as the way it is handled is favourable to the staff concerned

Basic grades at A8, C5 and B5
Creation of new grades at A9, C6 and B6
No. Unfavourable impact on length of career and pay

No contractual definition of career profiles
Career profiles defined in the Regulations

To be examined in further detail

Ways of changing Category

Seven years’ seniority
Five years’ seniority
Positive

Competition
Selection based on the assessment report and ad hoc training
Check objectivity of procedure compared with competition

Limit on the number of posts
Increase in the number of posts according to new contractual provisions
Positive

Link between career and merit

No premium payments
Introduction of premium payments:

+ 5% for sensitive posts

+ 10% for Heads of Unit (may be possible to receive both)
Absolutely opposed because of effects observed in some Member States

Automatic promotion by steps
Application of Article 97 on the basis of quotas:

– 10% (slow careers)

– 15% (fast careers)
Application of Article 97 in justified individual cases, and within the framework of a joint procedure

AnalysIS OF proposAL C

Current situation
Proposal C
Observations

Career structure

Big division between Categories A, B and C
Setting up of a dual, 16-level scale with 2 Categories (Administrators and Assistants)
No linear or continuous system 

Separation of B and C
Amalgamation of B and C
Alignment of staff in C with B, or B with C?

Basic grades at C5, B5 and A8
Lowering the level of recruitment
No. Unfavourable effects on length of career and on pay

End of career on A4, B1 and C1
Higher end-of-career pay (non-managerial staff)
Very theoretical, and a danger of slowdown

Category D
Gradual abolition of Category D
OK as long as the way it is handled is favourable to the staff concerned

No contractual definition of career profiles
Career profiles in the Regulations

To be examined in further detail

Link between career and merit

Promotions Committees for 4 moves
New promotion system for 7 moves
Promotion system is complex

No premium payments
Introduction of premium payments:

+ 5% for sensitive posts

+ 10% for Heads of Unit (may be possible to receive both)
Absolutely opposed because of impact in certain Member States

Automatic promotion at 8 steps (2 x 8 = 16) 
Automatic promotion at 4 steps (2 x 4 = 8) 
No overlap between steps, as there is today

Transitional arrangements


Budgetary guarantees written into the Regulations
Depending on Council agreement


Reclassification of staff by Grade



Classification by virtual steps
Compensates for the automatic step-advancement, but not staff on the verge of promotion

� Although the problem of officials who have reached the top of their grade, and therefore face salary cuts, has still to be addressed.


� As far as both proposals are concerned, the Commission has committed itself (and says it is prepared to withdraw the Council’s proposal) to fixing annual promotion rates in the Regulations.


� As far as both proposals are concerned, the Commission has committed itself (and says it is prepared to withdraw the Council’s proposal) to fixing annual promotion rates in the Regulations.





