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Getting Social & Employment Issues onto the Agenda





Initially there was no Convention WG dealing with social issues, as they were viewed as a sub-section of the 'Economic Governance' WG. As a result there was hardly any discussion of them. There has been a long battle to get this changed.





The Green/EFA Group believes that a key priority for the revision of the Treaties is to put social concerns on an equal footing with economic priorities, to help right the long-standing imbalance between the different policy areas. Jean Lambert and like-minded Parliamentary colleagues worked hard with NGOs and trade unions last summer for the creation of a WG on social issues. Their efforts paid off and a 'Social Europe' WG was created in the autumn of 2003.





How successful has the Social Europe WG been?


The creation of the WG was significant as it recognised the importance of social issues. Many Convention members agree that it is important to address this area in the future Treaty as it would be unacceptable to citizens if the Treaty contained no references to social issues. 





The WG has now produced its draft report with recommendations for the Treaty revision (more information  in the box opposite). The Group see this as fairly positve as it proposes a wide range of social objectives for the Union, a guaranteed role for the social partners (management and labour) and the possibility of a consultative role for civil society in policy-making. 





However, in concrete terms it still falls short of the Green/EFA Group’s goals: for example, there is no consensus for a Treaty statement that neither social nor economic policy should be subordinate to the other. The WG did not discuss suggestions that the European Parliament should have the right to initiate social legislation. 

















Social Europe WG


The Social Europe WG's draft report gave the following answers to the questions set out:


Q: What basic values should Article 2 of the preliminary draft Constitutional Treaty contain in the social field?


A: The WG reached a consensus that the EU's Charter of Fundamental Rights should be fully integrated into the Treaty. It also agreed that the values of solidarity, equality, equal opportunities and democracy should be included.


Q: What social objectives should be contained in Article 3, which sets out the Union's general objectives?


A: There was agreement that these should include social justice, sustainable development, the promotion of full employment and quality of work, the promotion of access to basic and continuous education, social inclusion and a high degree of social protection, equality between men and women, promotion of children's rights, a high level of public health, and access to to efficient and high-quality services of general interest.


Q: What competences should be conferred on the Union in respect of social matters? If new competences are conferred on the Union in this field, what type will these be?


A: There was consensus on the fact that social matters should remain an interest at EU level, but opinions on differed on whether the current level of EU competence in this area should be extended or reduced. One issue under discussion was whether qualified majority voting should be extended to this area (the UK is strongly against this), but there was no agreement on this; neither was there agreement on whether to adopt minimum requirements in the fields of pay, the right of association, and the right to strike. The WG agreed that the EU should be able to take stronger action in the field of public health.


Q: Should the Open Method of Co-ordination be included in the Treaty?


A: No consensus was reached on this point.








Q: What relationship should exist between economic policy co-ordination and social policy co-ordination?


A: The WG agreed that more steps needed to be taken to ensure coherence between economic and social policies, and that proper procedures should be formalised by the Treaty. However, only some members believed that it should be clearly stated that neither policy area was subordinate to the other.


Q: How far should co-decision and qualified majority voting be extended to areas where unanimity is required at present?


A: There was consensus that these should be extended in some policy areas.


Q: What role should social partners (i.e. labour and mangement) have in policymaking?


A: There was agreement that the role of the social partners should be explicitly recognised in the Treaty, that provisions should be made for consulting them in all relevant fields, and that the treaty should stipulate that the EU encourages and promotes social dialogue. The WG also agreed that the Treaty could recognise a certain consultative role for civil society (eg NGOs).





Introduction


The Convention on the Future of Europe, a temporary body made up of 117 representatives from current and future EU Member States, is in discussion on the future shape of the European Union. What should be its key goals and values, how should powers be divided between institutions and Member State governments, and how can the forthcoming enlargement of the Union be accomplished smoothly, are the key questions it aims to answer. This spring/summer, the Convention will produce proposals for the revision of the EU Treaties in 2004.





The Convention works through a mixture of issue-specific Working Groups (WGs) and full plenary sessions. Some examples of WGs are 'Economic Governance', 'The Charter of Fundamental Rights' or 'Legal Personality'. The Convention has reached the 'proposal' stage, and all WGs have already produced their final reports. These will subsequently be discussed and voted on by the plenary.





The UK Government's Position


The Government's representative on the Convention is Peter Hain. He is putting forward the government's view on the social field, which is that action at EU level in this area should consist primarily of assisting exchange of best practice between Member States, through the open method of co-ordination. The EU should not set minimum standards in the social field, according to Hain's brief - the Government is concerned that high social standards could affect the competitiveness of European markets. Consumer, environmental and social standards should therefore just be 'flanking measures' to laws facilitating the single market, rather than a goal in themselves. The Government is very reluctant to have the Charter of Fundamental Rights incorporated into the Treaty.





More Convention information: see www.socialplatform.org for information on the social aspects; http://european-convention.eu.int for the official website; Green/EFA Group website www.greens-efa.org


 

















It does not look likely, either, that the revised Treaty will guarantee universal and affordable access to services of general interest (public services).





Each point will now be fought out a second time in the Convention plenary session, and there is unlikely to be agreement on all of the WG's recommendations.





Fundamental Rights


The Convention WG on the Charter of Fundamental Rights has recommended that the Charter be incorporated into the Treaties. The Charter is currently non-binding, so this would give it full legal status.  This may extend the rights of citizens in the EU beyond national civil and political rights to include social and economic rights. For example, the Charter includes the right to social security and social assistance; the right of access to health care; and the right to environmental protection. It also includes various labour rights. If they are included in the Treaty these could have important implications for EU law and policy.





For the Green/EFA Group, the Charter is not perfect. However, it could be a useful legal instrument in ensuring policy which takes these rights into account. The Convention will probably recommend that the Charter be integrated into the Treaty either in the main section or as a protocol. 






































The UK's attitude


Peter Hain etc etc

















This information sheet has been produced by the office of Jean Lambert MEP. For more information contact jelambert@europarl.eu.int, tel 020 7407 6269, or see Jean's website at www.jeanlambertmep.org.uk





The Convention and the Environment


Initially, actors in the environmental field such as NGOs did not push too hard on the Convention as they see current Treaty provisions on the environment as sufficient (albeit not properly implemented). There were no attempts to create an Environment WG in the Convention for this reason. However, it has since become clear that environmental articles could in fact be weakened in the revision of the Treaties. 





The draft first 16 articles which have already been published by the Convention would represent a serious step backwards from the current position. They are much weaker on defining what sustainable development means in terms of the environment, and the idea is to delete Article 6 of the current Treaty, which obliges the EU to integrate environmental protection requirements in all its policies.





Jean Lambert has written to Margaret Beckett on this issue and asked what the UK Government's position is. In Brussels, the environmental NGOs have been lobbying hard to preserve the status quo, which contains principles essential for the environment and sustainable development.





For more information on the Convention and the environment see www.eeb.org or www.foeeurope.org 
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