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Social Platform contribution to De Rossa MEP’s discussion 

paper « The future of Social Services of general interest » 
 

 
GENERAL REMARKS: 
  

• Social Platform welcomes De Rossa’s discussion paper which is preparatory to 

the own-initiative report on the future of social services. It covers different 

issues that are relevant for Social Platform:  

- the reference to the Lisbon Treaty;  

- the recognition of the specificities of SSGI, of their users, objectives 

and role;  

- the acknowledgement of that fact that legal uncertainty in the field of 

SSGI cannot be attributed just to the lack of knowledge and of 

understanding of EU rules from national public authorities; 

- therefore, the recognition of the need to elaborate an appropriate legal 

and policy framework for SSGI, including suitable financing for social 

services, especially in times of crisis; 

- the need of setting up a recognized and permanent space for 

discussion and joint work on SSGI. 

At the same time, we would suggest developing further the programmatic 

chapter and paying a greater attention to the problems linked with the 

financing of SSGI. 

 

• We would like that the report reflects a wide definition of SSGI, based on their 

universal character and linked with the access to rights: SSGI are 

addressed to all citizens that without them could not fully participate in 

society, and not just to vulnerable citizens. It is important to confirm the 

universal concept at European level and the role of subsidiarity, so that every 

member state can define the beneficiaries concerned and the ways in which 

the mission is implemented, depending on users’ needs, and not beginning 

from a concept defined at European level. 

 

• We also would suggest that the report specifically focuses on SSGI and 

not on SGI. Of course, it is worth that the debate on SSGI is put in the wider 

context of the ongoing debates on SGI. 

 

• The discussion paper was written before the 3rd Forum on SSGI. We therefore 

suggest that the debates arisen during it and especially its conclusions are 

reflected in the paper, as well as the relevant documents that were published 

in the meanwhile: the Commission’s Biennial Report on SSGI, the 

Commission’s guide on the application of EU state aid, public procurement 
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and internal market rules to SGEI and in particular SSGI, the Single Market 

Act and the Voluntary European Quality Framework for Social Services. 

 

• We suggest taking into account the developments contained in the 

Commission Communications of 2006 and 2007, with particular reference to 

the definition of SSGI, and in the previous EP rapport on this issue (Rapport 

Hasse Ferrera). The new rapport should mark a new step, adapted to the new 

context and therefore linked with the European 2020 Strategy, the Platform 

against Poverty, the Single Market Act and the new financial perspectives. 

 

• We finally would like that the report mentions the actions that the European 

Parliament proposes to implement the Lisbon Treaty, in particular based on 

articles 6, 9, 14 (and Protocol 26), 106 and 107.  

 

 

Specific comments related to each paragraph: 

 

 

“Summary”: 

• We welcome the reference to the Lisbon Treaty, in particular to art. 3 TUE 

(objectives of the Union), art. 14 TFEU (SGEI) and Protocol 26 (SGI); we 

would suggest additional reference to art. 9 TFEU (horizontal social clause + 

social impact assessment), art. 106 and 107 TFEU (competition rules, state 

aid and SGEI) and to the Chart of Fundamental Rights of the EU, in particular 

art. 34 (social security and social assistance) and art. 36 (access to SGEI). 

 

• We suggest highlighting the important role of SSGI in tackling social exclusion 

/ poverty and promoting social cohesion in the context of Europe 2020 

strategy and making a stronger link in the report with the Europe 2020 

strategy and to the Platform against poverty.  

 

 

“THE SOCIAL MARKET ECONOMY”: 

• We would suggest changing the heading of this chapter, by referring to the 

“social market economy” in a paragraph dedicated to the context; we suggest 

stressing the link between the concept of “social market economy” and the 

European social model.  

 

• The reference made to SGI at the end of the paragraph “Context” is likely to 

create confusion; we suggest limiting the analysis to social services. We 

therefore suggest just making a reference to SGI in the introduction, as part 

of stressing the importance of all SGI for our societies. 

 

 

“SSGI social role”: 

• We welcome that the specific characteristics of SSGI and their users are 

pointed out in the paper; the recognition of these specificities, of the 

role and the objectives of SSGI are the starting point for evaluating 

the necessity of amending existing rules at EU level - state aid, public 

procurement and internal market legislation (see Social Platform key 

messages to the 3rd Forum: second message).  
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• The Commission Communication of 2006, the 2006 EP report on SSGI (Hasse 

Ferreira), the opinions of the Committee of the Regions and of the Economic 

and Social Committee, position papers, documents and letters of Social 

Platform and its members can be very useful sources to better define what 

SSGI are.  

 

• Social Platform has no position concerning the choice of the legal instrument. 

In any case, we ask for a clear legal framework eliminating the uncertainties 

and decisions made on a case by case basis by the Court, which takes into 

account how SSGI work in practice. EU rules that are applicable to SSGI have 

been developed starting from public services other than social services, so 

that their applicability to social services is very difficult, if not impossible, 

especially for state aid rules. We also call for a better coherence between 

state aid, public procurement and internal market rules.   

 

 

“SSGI economic role”: 

• We welcome that the report acknowledges the significance of SSGI in terms 

economic activity and employment. We suggest using the relevant data 

provided by the Second Biennial Report on SSGI of the Commission (first 

chapter).  

 

• We suggest that the report does not cover SGI.  

 

 

“The economic crisis”: 

• The necessity of ensuring universal access to quality and affordable social 

services, in particular for people experiencing poverty, social exclusion and 

with disabilities, is much more urgent now that the economic and financial 

crisis leads to drastic cuts of public funds devoted to social services. Indeed, 

many member states are currently applying austerity measures, cutting 

public budgets at the expense of the most vulnerable groups of people, as 

part of their “exit strategies” from the crisis (see Social Platform key 

messages to the 3rd Forum: introduction).  

 

• The economic crisis has an impact both on service providers and 

users. Regarding the users, for some services like long-term care, users have 

to pay a quite important amount themselves, because the part financed by 

the state is very limited. The economic crisis emphases the pressure on 

service providers, so that they have difficulties in providing quality and 

affordable services. 

 

 

“Funding”: 

• We stress the importance of guaranteeing a continuous financing of 

SSGI, even in times of crisis. Reference to backwash effects of the economic 

crisis on SSGI could be useful.  

 

• Social expenditure should be seen as an investment due to long term 

cost savings: social services are both preventive in nature and ensure 

long-term support to users. We suggest promoting ways (i.e. social return 

on investments analysis) to measure long term impact and cost savings and 
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indicators that go beyond GDP to measure societal progress and encourage 

social spending. 

 

• We observe lack of policy coordination in relation to cuts and austerity 

measures: for example cuts in social services and increase of unemployment 

benefits as an indirect impact. 

 

• We suggest make a link with structural funds (mainly the ESF, but also the 

FEDER and other funds), other Community programmes and the capacity of 

financing of member states.  

 

• We point out the importance of alternative models of financing, maybe 

including the Financial Transaction Tax. Social Platform has no position on the 

FTT. 

 

• We also would like that the existing models of delegation of missions 

of public services which are alternative to public procurement are 

clearly recognized.  

 

 

“PROGRAMME”: 

• We welcome the following statements: 

- “Commission clarifications have not and will not remove legal 

uncertainty”. 

- “The failure by public authorities in some member states to use the 

optional scope available in the procurement directive (or in other 

forms of delegation of public services) to incorporate social standards 

is not because they don’t know about this option”. (It is important to 

clarify the distinction between social standards and social 

considerations; in this case it is appropriate to speak about 

“social considerations”). 

- “Many authorities in the MS are unwilling to take the risk of being in 

breach of the law, despite assurances offered by the Commission, 

when these assurances have no legal standing”.  

• About the statement “This lack of legal clarity leaves Authorities open to 

challenge by private sector operators…”, it is important to clarify that the 

private sector includes also the non profit sector (NGOs). In this case it is 

better to speak about for profit sector instead of private sector. 

 

 

“Legal / administrative action plan”: 
 

• The recognition of the specificities of SSGI, in particular the 

importance of users’ and service providers’ participation in the 

definition, organization and evaluation of services, is the starting 

point for evaluating the necessity of amending existing EU rules. It is 

also essential to take into account the new Lisbon Treaty, either in 

the existing amended frame, or with new instruments provided by the 

Treaty, by the Commission or by the Parliament (see Social Platform key 

messages to the 3rd Forum: second message).  

 

• Social Platform asks the European institutions to commit themselves to 

promote and develop the alternatives to public procurement, starting 
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from the experience of many member states, insofar these alternatives 

correspond to the historical and operational specificities of most of SSGI and 

allow them to fulfill at best their mission of general interest and to ensure the 

participation of social service users (see Social Platform key messages to the 

3rd Forum: first message).  

The discussions held at the 3rd Forum highlighted that there are different 

modalities to select providers but also different forms of service 

delivery. The Commission should not implicitly promote public 

procurement when a public authority decides to delegate the service 

to a third party (we would suggest to use the term “delegation of 

services” instead of “outsourcing”).  

 

• While revising public procurement rules, we would suggest encourage 

public authorities to use the option of “the most economically 

advantageous offer” instead of “the lowest price” and include a 

percentage of obligatory quality criteria / principles. The inclusion of 

objectives of social, health and employment policies in public procurement 

should also be improved. We also suggest replacing the term “social 

standards” with “social considerations”. 

 

• We would encourage the Commission to publish an interpretative 

communication based on the content on the Guide on the application 

of EU rules to SSGI. A guide does not bring legal certainty, because it is not 

binding for the Commission. 

 

• We suggest deepening the topic of employment in the sector, based on the 

findings of the Second Biennial Report on SSGI (an impact assessment study 

based on art. 9 could also be useful).  

 

Despite above average educational levels of workers in the social and health 

care sector, working conditions are demanding, wage levels are below 

average and have declined relative to other sectors and therefore turnover is 

high. The percentage of precarious jobs and of the recourse to atypical 

contracts is high in the sector, at least in some member states. The growing 

demand for care and healthcare personnel has led, at least in some member 

states, to a growing “grey market” of unqualified and / or unregistered 

carers; many of them are migrants in an irregular situation.  

 

Governments must ensure a legal and financial framework in which social 

service providers can pay decent and competitive wages, ensure good 

working conditions and training opportunities. They also should address the 

issue of grey or black market work in the care sector (informal care).  

EU level cooperation should be developed to examine working standards in 

the care sector, sharing best practices and drawing up common commitment 

and proposals. 

Member states and the EU should take the necessary measures to provide 

social workers with good working conditions, including adequate salaries, 

training opportunities, lifelong learning opportunities, stable contracts and 

adequate benefits, which are essential to deliver high quality services to 

users.  
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“European Voluntary Standards”: 

 

• We suggest update this section with the Voluntary European Quality 

Framework that has been approved by the SPC and the results of the projects 

funded by Progress (in particular “Prometheus” project).  

 

• Social Platform welcomes the European Voluntary Framework, which 

encourages a common understanding about quality based on criteria or 

principles. We believe the framework should be used as a reference in 

member states in drawing up quality accreditation and monitoring systems or 

evaluating existing systems, in cooperation with all relevant stakeholders. It 

should be promoted among member states as guidance for essential elements 

for a quality framework to be adapted in consultation with stakeholders. For 

this reason, we would point out that it is not appropriate to define standards 

at European level, but at national or regional level and depending on the 

specificities of the sub-sector concerned (see Social Platform key messages to 

the 3rd Forum: message D).  

 

• Social Platform hopes that the possibility of imposing a compulsory framework 

for certain categories of SSGI is explored. The Open Method of Coordination 

could be used to achieve this objective (see Social Platform key messages to 

the 3rd Forum: message D).  

 
• We encourage the European institutions to ensure a stronger link between the 

debates on quality of social services and the ones on public procurement and 

the alternatives to it, and to reflect the results of these debates while 

amending legislation (see Social Platform key messages to the 3rd Forum: 

message D).  

 

 

“Mechanisms to drive change”: 

 

• Social Platform strongly recommends setting up a flexible recognized and 

permanent space for discussion and joint work on SSGI.  

 

• We are in principle in favor of the idea of setting up a High Level Multi-

Stakeholder Taskforce, provided that it ensures flexibility and real 

participation of all stakeholders involved (Directorates General of the 

European Commission, MEPs of more than one political group, representatives 

of member states and civil society organizations, including organizations 

representing users and social service providers). 

 

• Many elements of the UNIOPPS’ proposal could be integrated in the 

High Level Multi-Stakeholders Taskforce and / or in the OMC, as they 

promote a positive approach towards SSGI. 

 

• Finally, we would suggest integrate in the action plan the conclusions 

arisen from the 3rd Forum on SSGI. We would also appreciate that 

mention is made in the report concerning the legislative initiatives 

that the Parliament is ready to propose to fulfill the obligations 

arising from the Lisbon Treaty. 

 

 


