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ETUCE Note on Social Dialogue at EU Level
The historical context

Preface – the establishment of the Dialogue 

‘Social Dialogue’ is the term used to describe the consultation procedures involving the European Social Partners: the Union of industrial and Employers’ Confederations of Europe (UNICE), the European Centre of Enterprises with Public Participation (CEEP) and the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC). It encompasses discussions, joint action and sometimes negotiations between the Social Partners, as well as discussions between the Social Partners and the institutions of the EU resulting in the elaboration of Directives.
The idea of a social dialogue can be found in the Treaty of Rome, but it was not before 1985 that the real departure towards a European collective bargaining area took place. At the initiative of European Commission President Jacques Delors, the European Social Partners were invited to a meeting,
 in order to ensure the involvement of the social partners in the development of social and employment policies at European level.

The decision to establish a single market has an important role to play in the initiatives to develop the Social Dialogue.
 With the signing of the European Single Act in February 1986, setting a date for the establishment of the Internal Market, the Commission was formally required by the European Council to further develop the Social Dialogue at cross industry level, in order to involve the Social Partners in the development of social policies.   

Cross Industry Social Dialogue

Looking back at how the European cross-industry Social Dialogue has evolved since 1985, three stages can be distinguished: 

During the first period (1985-1991), bipartite social partner activities resulted principally in the adoption of joint opinions, resolutions and declarations, which were all non-binding in nature. 

The signature, on 31 October 1991, of an agreement between the social partners, subsequently integrated into the Protocol on Social Policy and annexed to the Maastricht Treaty (1993), gave rise to a second stage of development.  At the second stage, agreements initiated and negotiated by the European social partners, could, if the latter so wished and if not opposed by the Commission
, be ratified into a directive with legal effect by a Council Decision and transposed into the national legislation of Member States. The Social Dialogue may also lead to contractual forms of relations, including agreements which are negotiated by the Social Partners themselves, on a proposal from the Commission. Directives, however, cannot be proposed by the Commission on matters concerning: pay, the right of association, the right to strike or the right to impose lock-outs.
 The Agreement of 31 October was incorporated into the Amsterdam Treaty as Articles 138 and 139.
 and has led to the implementation of three agreements (parental leave, 1995, part-time work, 1997, and fixed-term contracts, 1999) by means of Council Directives.  

In addition the Social Partners can make non-legally binding agreements at European level outside of the EU Jurisdiction. So far four such agreements have been made covering respectively conditions for teleworkers (2002), lifelong learning (2002), work-related stress (2004) and gender equality (2005). All of these agreements are to be implemented at national level on a voluntary basis by the national social partner organisations, whereas it is the responsibility of the European Social Partners to coordinate the evaluation of progress made on the national implementation by drawing up progress reports once a year. 

In December 2001, the European Social Partners presented a "Joint Contribution" to the Laeken European Summit which heralded the beginning of a third stage, characterised by an increasingly independent and autonomous Social Dialogue.
 At this stage the Social Dialogue started developing from bipartite towards tripartite negotiations and consultations. With a view to giving new impetus to the European Social Dialogue, a Tripartite Social Summit for Growth and Employment was set up in March 2003
. These so-called Troika Meetings consist of high-ranking officials from the Council Presidency and the Commission Presidency and representatives of the European Social Partners. It meets once per year, on the eve of the Spring European Council which debates the economic and social situation in the European Union. The two Social Partner delegations comprise ten representatives each from the European social partner organisations co-ordinated by respectively ETUC and UNICE. 

The establishment of the Tripartite Social Summit by Council Decision represents an important political step in the development towards an increasingly independent and autonomous European Social dialogue, enabling the Social Partners to contribute in an integrated way to the different components of the Lisbon Strategy.
There are now four fields in which tripartite consultations and negotiations take place: macro-economics, employment, social protection and education and training. ETUCE takes part in the meetings on education and training as an Industry Federation for education under the ETUC. The first political-level meeting took place on 5 February 2003, at which all parties expressed a desire to promote ongoing consultations and negotiations on the questions of lifelong learning, development of competencies, and research.

Sectoral Social Dialogue

At sectoral level, the social dialogue underwent an important development in 1998, when the Commission decided on the establishment of sectoral dialogue committees promoting the dialogue between the Social Partners in different sectors at European level.

The sectoral social dialogue committees are intended as central bodies for consultation, joint initiatives and negotiation, and established with due regard for the autonomy of the social partners.
 Each Committee adopts its own rules of procedure. The Committees consist of a maximum of 50 representatives of the Social Partners and hold at least one plenary meeting per year, dealing with more specific questions at meetings of restricted working parties. The Commission provides the secretariat for the committees. Currently there are 32 sectoral social dialogue committees, but none of these are directly involved in the area of education.
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� The meeting took place in Val Duchesse, and is traditionally known as the Val Duchesse Meeting.


� The establishment of the Social Charter in 1989 is a good example of political agreement within the European Community of the need for European social policies for ensuring social rights of citizens in view of the establishment of the Internal Market. The Social Charter is now constituted in articles 136-145 of the ‘Consolidated Version of Treaty establishing the European Community’.





� Even though the Social Partners can make agreements on their own initiatives, it is still the Commission which hold the competences to decide whether an agreement should be submitted for voting in the Council or not. This is now incorporated into article 139 of the ‘Consolidated Version of the Treaty establishing the European Community’.


� According to article 137-139 of the ‘Consolidated Version of the Treaty establishing the European Community’, the Commission is formally obligated to consult the Social Partners on proposals for directives on employment or social matters, but only the Commission can decide upon, which Directives to be put for voting in the Parliament and the Council, with the exception of the above mentioned areas. 


� The Agreement of 31 October is now incorporated as articles 136-139 in the ‘Consolidated Version of the Treaty establishing the European Community’.


� In the course of 2002, the groundwork for a new era of social dialogue was laid, culminating in the social partners' adoption of their first joint multi-annual work programme for 2003-2005 at the Social 


Dialogue Summit on the 28 November 2002. At the 8 November 2005, the Social Partners held a meeting in the Social Dialogue Committee, where a joint multi-annual report for 2006-2008 was up for discussion based on the evaluation reports on the national progress implementing the voluntary agreements covering respectively teleworkers, lifelong learning, work-related stress and gender equality. 


� The European Council Presidencies have been inviting the social partners to meet with the troika on the eve of the European Council meetings since 1997. The conclusions of the Nice European Council in December 2000 provided for an annual meeting with the social partners before the spring European Council. Such meetings have been organised in March 2001 in Stockholm, in December 2001 in Laeken and in March 2002 in Barcelona.


� Communication from the Commission "Adapting and promoting the social dialogue at Community level", � HYPERLINK "http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/social_dialogue/docs/decision98_500_en.pdf" �COM (1998) 322 final of 20 May 1998�.


� The social partner organisations must, however, apply jointly to the European Commission in order to take part in a social dialogue at European level.
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