Resolution of the European Parliament on Social services of general interest in the European Union

1.
Rapporteur: Joël Hasse Ferreira (PSE/PT)
2.
EP reference number: A6-0057/2007 / P6-TA-PROV(2007)0070
3.
Date of adoption of the Resolution: 14 March 2007

4.
Subject: Social services of general interest in the European Union

5.
Brief assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

Parliament proceeds on the principle that social services of general interest (SSGIs) form one of the pillars of the European social model and reaffirms its commitment to modern and high-quality SSGIs based on the values of equality, solidarity, rule of law and respect for human dignity, and the principles of accessibility, universal service, efficiency, economic management of resources, continuity, proximity to service users and transparency.

Parliament considers that it would be a mistake to adopt an approach to SSGIs which sets up a false opposition between rules on competition, public aid and the market on the one hand, and concepts of public service, general interest and social cohesion on the other. It accordingly considers that it is necessary to reconcile them by promoting positive synergies between the economic and social aspects and that the rules on competition, public aid and the internal market must be compatible with public service requirements.

It calls on the Commission, the Member States and SSGI service providers, in view of the stress, working hours (shift and night work) and dangerous or demanding nature of certain activities carried out by the social services, to develop vocational training initiatives geared to enabling staff to adjust and cope. Parliament also calls on the Commission and the Member States to protect and promote the patterns of employment frequently found in the SSGI sector, including female employment, flexible working hours, part-time working and use of the voluntary sector, while taking care not to encourage fraud and job insecurity and without causing any deterioration in the employment conditions of workers in the sector or recourse to unqualified or poorly qualified staff.
Although Parliament welcomes the Commission’s recognition of the special nature of the main features whereby SSGIs can be defined, which distinguish them from other types of services, it considers, however, that the organisational criteria which are the distinguishing features of SSGIs cannot be accepted except on a provisional and indicative basis, pending the emergence of more definitive conclusions from the consultation process which the Commission has undertaken to conduct with Member States and SSGI service providers and users.
It takes the view that the proposed extended consultation process should be completed by mid-2007 and asks the Commission to formulate a decision on how to follow up this process and identify the best approach to take, including considering the need and legitimacy of a sector-specific legislative proposal.
Parliament congratulates the Commission on its decision to consult all actors involved in the definition and organisation of SSGIs; and it believes that such dialogue will result in greater transparency and better-quality services and help to reinforce the principles and values that underpin them.

Parliament recommends the convocation of a forum, under the auspices of the European Parliament, which would bring together European social organisations and representatives of the Council and the Commission to guide the way this process is handled.
6.
Response to these requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
- Decision guiding the way the process is handled and identifying the best approach

Work on social services of general interest is part of the follow-up to the May 2004 White Paper on services of general interest and interacts with the new horizontal communication on services of general interest scheduled for 2007 and the initiative on health services.

The Commission will adopt a communication on a European strategy for services of general interest in autumn 2007. That communication will specify how work on social services will be monitored and will identify the best approach to the various questions raised in this sector, considering also the need and the legal possibility for a legislative proposal. The actions that have been announced will be part of a project to clarify Community law applicable to social services whose starting point will be the need for compatibility between internal market, competition and state aid rules with social standards and the general interest.

The communication will also look at the question of the quality of services and of the quality of employment in the sector.

- Consultation of all players concerned (ending mid-2007)

The current consultations with the Member States, service providers and users will be completed with a working seminar in early June 2007. The Commission is continuing to work for better mutual familiarity between operators and the European Commission by means of a monitoring and dialogue facility in the form of a two-yearly report on the situation of social services of general interest in the European Union. The first review report is planned for autumn 2007.

The results of the consultations in 2006 will be discussed by the Social Protection Committee in April 2007, and the Council will take note of them.

- Convening a forum

The Commission welcomes Parliament's proposal and will support it.
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