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Social Dialogue and Employment Strategy

Introduction
Employment is a central political concern of the European Community. One of the fundamental objectives of the European Union as stated in Article 2 of the Treaty is to promote economic and social progress and a high level of employment. 

Both EU Member States and EU accession countries are facing rapid economic and social changes, which strongly affect the employment labour market. Tackling unemployment is one of their constant efforts. Unemployment in the 15 EU Member States is currently at 8.1%, and over 14% in the accession countries. Everyone agrees that a high level of employment is a key element in finding solutions to the most urgent economic and social problems such as ageing, sustainability of pension systems, competitiveness and social cohesion. Social partners have an active role to play in this area.

The European answer: the European Employment Strategy 
In 1997 at the European Luxembourg Summit, Member States took for the first time the commitment to co-ordinate employment policies at European level and to promote the creation of more and better jobs. The commitment was enshrined in the Amsterdam Treaty, Article 126.

With the European Employment Strategy, Members States accepted to jointly fix common European objectives and measures adopted by the Council and presented as the European Employment Guidelines. The guidelines are translated by the 15 governments into a yearly process with the setting up of annual National Action Plans. The NAPs are evaluated by the European Commission which set up specific recommendations for Member States in the light of the joint objectives, and the results are published in a Joint Employment Report adopted by the Council.

In view to enlargement, acceding countries already started to apply the European Employment Strategy, even though their economic and social situations are lagging far behind the EU countries.

The method used to implement this strategy is known as the Open Method of Co-ordination: “a new system of more effective, efficient and democratic governance” based on partnership and focussed on the exchange of good practice, benchmarking and jointly agreed objectives and indicators.

The overall process creates for the Members States an obligation to achieve the results which stresses convergence, because they have a duty to come as close as possible to the performances of the three best Member States.

The Lisbon Strategy: 

The decade-long strategy for economic, social and environmental renewal launched by the Lisbon European Council in 2000 - the “Lisbon Strategy” - placed the objective of full employment at the centre of a new integrated policy agenda where economic reform, employment policy and social cohesion are mutually supportive in order to make the European Union the most competitive and innovative knowledge-based area in the world.

The role of Social Dialogue in a successful Employment Strategy

The European and national employment strategies cannot succeed without full involvement and commitment of economic and social actors at all levels.

Although the European Employment Strategy is primarily conceived and addressed to governments, social partnership is notably described as the key tool for the implementation of the European Employment Strategy and the drawing up of National Actions Plans. 

A high level of involvement of social partners is required at all levels in order to guarantee to a good governance.

Policy issues related to the Employment Strategy

The main issues dealt within the European Employment Guidelines are:

Prevention of unemployment, in particular long term unemployment; creation of more and better jobs through promotion of entrepreneurship; addressing change and promotion of adaptability and mobility in the labour market; development of human capital and lifelong learning; increasing labour supply and promotion of active ageing, gender equality, in particular reconciliation of work and family life; promotion of integration and combating discrimination in the labour market; enhancing work attractiveness through incentives; fighting undeclared work, addressing regional employment disparities.

Role of the social partners in the drafting, implementation, monitoring and follow-up of the European Employment Strategy 

There is a strong direct involvement of social partners here as many of the Employment Guidelines are dedicated to issues which fall under the strict or shared responsibility of the social partners, like work organisation, restructuring, active ageing, human capital and lifelong learning, balance between flexibility and security, gender equality, combating discrimination. All these topics require a significant contribution on the part of social partners.

At European level, cross-industry social partners are closely involved in the discussions with the Commission during the drafting phase of the Guidelines.

Concerning their implementation at European level, social partners are acting in a very responsible manner. The vast majority of initiatives and actions put down in their autonomous joint Work Programme 2003-2005 are dedicated to employment.

Each year on the occasion of the new Tripartite Summit for Growth and Employment, the European social partners present an annual report on their contribution to the European Employment Strategy. As an example, at the 2003 Spring Council, they presented their Joint work programme 2003-2005, the telework agreement, the first follow-up report a national level on their "framework for actions on the lifelong development of competence and qualifications" adopted in 2002.

At national level, situations diverge quite significantly from country to country. In some countries social partners are strongly involved in the whole process and feel particularly concerned about most of employment issues. They very often conclude national employment pacts (e.g. Ireland and Spain) including a range of concrete initiatives and collective agreements along the ten guidelines with the full support and respect of their government.

In some countries, social partners are simply consulted, but they don't have a serious exchange of views with the government. It is more considered as a political obligation by their government than an opportunity to enrich the national employment policy. It is clear that this behaviour, where the involvement and commitment of social partners is particularly weak, may have a negative influence of the level on the economic and social performances.
In other countries, social partners are very active in promoting and implementing the Employment Strategy on a bilateral basis. Most of their actions are developed in their strict sphere of competence, where they usefully apply their contractual autonomy for negotiating collective agreements at all levels (national, branch or enterprise level), integrating the recommendations made to their countries.

Challenges of Enlargement
With enlargement, the acceding countries will be obliged to fully apply the European Employment Strategy. The European Commission bore this new component in mind when it revised the strategy in 2003 after 5 years of implementation. 

The new guidelines valid for 3 years from now on take into account the fact that the accession of ten countries will bring very diverse systems of industrial relations and a wide range of situations with regard to the labour markets.

In the field of industrial relations, trade unions and employer's organisations are less organised, social dialogue is still underdeveloped, the level of collective bargaining coverage at intersectoral and sectoral levels is very low, collective bargaining systems are more decentralised, and when they exist are more at company level. 

In terms of labour markets, unemployment rates are in general higher and employment rates are lower, employment is lower in services sector and higher in agriculture. Part-time and limited duration employment is less of a normal practice, more workers are employed in small businesses, workers tend to be older and women make up a larger proportion of the labour force.

The main significant differences between EU and Candidate countries are in pay and working conditions: pays rates are considerably lower, working hours are longer, work organisation is more traditional, industrial and less service oriented, worker information and consultation about organisational change is less common and workers have less access to training.

Conclusion: 

"The process of implementing the Community acquis and efforts to reform industrial relations structures and labour market regulation, along with economic development, will doubtless reduce some of the differences, but it is clear that after the enlargement process the overall situation with regard to industrial relations and employment will be much more diverse and more difficult to co-ordinate".

This is why a joint European framework like the Employment Strategy creating a convergence towards clearly quantified objectives, is essential in the enlargement process in order to face very heterogeneous situations. Anyhow, filling the gap in the employment and working conditions between EU countries and candidate countries will require time and numerous efforts, including on the part of social partners.
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