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Biography 

Born in 1956, Marianne Thyssen studied law 
and worked as a legal adviser to the Flemish 
employers' organisation, UNIZO, before 
entering politics. She has been an MEP since 
1991, sitting in the EPP Group, where she was 
a prominent member of the ECON 
Committee, notably as rapporteur on bank 
supervision. She was also leader of her 
national party, the Flemish Christian 
Democrats (CD&V), for two years. 

 

This is one of a set of Briefings designed to give Members of the European Parliament an 
overview of major issues of interest in the context of the hearings of the Commissioners-
designate. A full set of such Briefings can be found at:  
http://epthinktank.eu/commissioner_hearings  
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Background 

Many of the powers relating to employment and social affairs belong to the Member 
States. However, employment promotion, improvement of living and working 
conditions, fair social protection, social dialogue, the development of human resources 
with a view to achieving a high and sustainable level of employment and the fight 
against exclusion are objectives shared by the European Union and the Member States. 

The social dimension of European integration is, furthermore, an essential part of the 
Europe 2020 strategy for 'inclusive growth' to support a high rate of employment (75% 
for people aged 20-64) and a reduction in the number of people living in poverty or at 
risk of social exclusion (cutting their number by 20 million by 2020). Since 2010, these 
objectives have been incorporated into the European Semester process. 

The EU has a number of levers at its disposal to promote this social dimension: 
legislative instruments laying down minimum EU standards on working conditions, 
health and safety at work and the free movement of workers; financial instruments 
(European Social Fund, European Globalisation Adjustment Fund, Fund for European Aid 
to the Most Deprived); and policy instruments (European Employment Strategy, 
European Semester, open method of coordination, and EU-level agreements between 
unions and employers). 

In the current economic climate, many challenges remain. Almost 26 million people in 
the EU are unemployed (10.5% of the active population), more than 124 million are at 
risk of poverty or social exclusion (24.8% of the population) and nearly 50 million suffer 
from severe material deprivation.  

In addition to the EU institutions and the Member States, many other stakeholders are 
also involved in formulating and monitoring employment and social affairs policy: the 
various labour market actors, organisations representing social and economic interest 
groups, non-governmental organisations and civil society organisations representing 
particular groups. 

Legal base and EP competence: Article 3 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU); Articles 9, 10, 
19, 45 to 48, 145 to 150 and 151 to 161 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 
(TFEU) and Articles 5, 12, 15, 21, 23 and 26 to 35 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. 

Recent developments 

During the seventh parliamentary term (2009-14), significant legislative progress has 
been made. In particular, the implementation of the Directive on the posting of 
workers in the context of the provision of services; and adoption of a Directive on 
improving the acquisition and preservation of supplementary pension rights to enhance 
mobility; a Directive establishing measures to facilitate the exercise of rights conferred 
on workers in the context of free movement for workers and a Directive promoting 
cooperation between public employment services.  

Despite lengthy negotiations, it proved impossible to find agreement on the revision of 
the Working Time Directive, however. 

The consequences of the economic crisis are being tackled not only by maintaining 
funding, but also through programmes and actions, such as:  

 the European Platform Against Poverty and Social Exclusion; 

 a package of measures on employment proposed by the Commission in 2012 to 
support forward-looking job creation and restore the dynamics of labour markets; 
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 a series of youth policy measures which established the 'Youth Guarantee', 
supported by the Council through the European Youth Initiative; 

 a 'social investment' package brought forward by the Commission (following 
Parliament's 2012 resolution) to establish appropriate and viable social protection 
systems and improve social inclusion strategies; 

 the new employment and social innovation programme (€920 million for 2014-20); 

 a 'New Skills for New Jobs' initiative aimed at better anticipating future skills needs 
and adapting qualifications to the requirements of the labour market.  

European Parliament 

The Parliament has played an active role in formulating social and employment policy in 
order to strengthen the fight against unemployment and improve working conditions. 
From a financial point of view, three of Parliament's major achievements, in spite of 
limited budget, have been the retention of the European Globalisation Adjustment 
Fund, the requirement for Member States to spend 20.3% of the funds allocated to 
them via the ESF on social inclusion, and the creation in 2014 of a Fund for European 
Aid to the Most Deprived (the successor to the Food Aid Programme). From a political 
point of view, through its resolutions 'Towards a Genuine Economic and Monetary 
Union' and 'Strengthening the Social Dimension of EMU', Parliament actively 
contributed to the debate on the social dimension of EMU. In addition, it has continued 
to stress the need to properly integrate social and employment objectives into the 
European Semester process, by broadening the social indicators and making them 
binding. It has also reiterated its desire to see its decision-making role in this process 
expanded.  

Priorities and challenges  

Key current issues  

 Improving the rules on the posting of workers: to provide better guarantees of 
employment conditions for workers posted to another Member State; the revision 
of the relevant Directive is still to be agreed by the Council.  

 Renewing the social dialogue and collective bargaining: in its January 2013 
resolution, Parliament asked the Commission to put forward a directive on the 
information and consultation of workers and the management of restructuring.  

 Implementing a European investment plan to create quality jobs and drive 
competitiveness: in the political guidelines presented to Parliament in July 2014, 
President-elect Jean-Claude Juncker announced €300 billion in European and 
national public and private investment funding over three years. 

Outlook 

 Developing the social dimension of EMU: in a Europe of strongly varied, even 
diverging, levels of macroeconomic performance, maintaining the European social 
model is a real challenge. Parliament believes that increased involvement of the 
social partners and the full incorporation of social indicators into the European 
Semester process would help meet that challenge.  

 Ensuring social protection for all: by acting as an economic stabiliser, social 
protection offers a safety net which should help to protect everyone, regardless of 
status, and especially the most vulnerable groups (young people, women, migrants, 
etc.).  
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 Combating poverty and social exclusion: in times of crisis, poverty can take many 
forms, even affecting people in work. Parliament believes that specific action to 
guarantee a decent minimum wage can help tackle this. 

 Creating fair working conditions: at his inauguration in July 2014, Martin Schultz, 
President of the European Parliament, spoke about the principle that 'people in the 
same place should receive equal pay for equal work'. Specific new action is needed 
to achieve this. 

 Ensuring the conditions for genuine labour mobility: numerous barriers still restrict 
the freedom to work in another Member State. Measures guaranteeing the rights of 
mobile workers, particularly in terms of social welfare, transfer of pensions and the 
recognition of qualifications, could, in Parliament's view, make a practical 
contribution to addressing this issue.  

European Added Value 

The potential added value of an innovative European social and employment policy was 
estimated at €31 billion per year in 'Mapping the Cost of Non-Europe, 2014-19', a study drawn 
up by Parliament's European Added Value Unit: €15 billion from the creation of a common 
minimum unemployment insurance scheme for the euro area to act as an income stabiliser over 
the short-term; €13 billion from the implementation of 'equal pay for equal work'; and €3 billion 
from enhancing the information and consultation of workers. 

Further reading  
Social and Employment Policy: general principles, Factsheets on the European Union / European 
Parliament, 2014. 

Employment and Social Affairs in the European Parliament / European Parliament, 2014. 

Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion / European Commission website. 

Social policies - Social Europe guide, volume 5 / European Commission, 2013. 

Mapping the Cost of Non-Europe, 2014-19 / Joseph Dunne, European Added Value Unit, EPRS, 
European Parliament, July 2014. 
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