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SOCIAL ECONOMY AND THE DRAFT CONSTITUTIONAL TREATY  

 

EP hearing 25/11/2004 
__________________________________________________________________ 

 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Dear friends, 

 

1.  The European standing conference of Co-operatives, Mutual societies, associations and 
foundations is widely recognised as one of the main representative bodies of the social 
economy sector in Europe. 

As such, it primarily aims at contributing to the well-being of citizens and to the European 
social model by advocating for the plurality of entrepreneurial forms as one of the main 
features of this model. 

This plurality supposes the recognition of specific legal forms, even if the social economy 
project goes far beyond this issue. Social economy is, fundamentally, about the “Lisbon 
spirit” according to which social progress cannot be only considered as a possibly happy 
consequence of economic growth, along the lines of what could be named a “parasitic 
model”, but also as a precondition for it. Lisbon is about knowledge economy and human 
capital, and the foundations of this model are laid down by social economy enterprises : 
schools & universities, vocational training, child care, health services, etc. 

Social economy enterprises are likewise at the core of corporate social responsibility, even 
if their legal form is, again, neither a necessary, nor a sufficient condition to be considered 
as “socially responsible”. 

2.  For these reasons, the social economy sector welcomes the draft constitutional treaty as it 
explicitly recognises in art. I-3, 3, a “social market economy” (in French, “économie 
sociale de marché”) among the objectives of the Union. We want to recall that the 
inclusion of this objective results from an important mobilisation of actors, among which 
we want to pay tribute to Mr. Katiforis, who succeeded in leading the working group on 
“Social Europe” to unexpectedly positive conclusions, despite the unavoidable caveats 
one always has to express in such circumstances : the final report was, in some respects, 
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not as good as some might have dreamed ; its propositions were not fully integrated in the 
final draft treaty ; and everyone knows that there is always a long way to go from 
objectives to policies and achievements. 

3.  More generally, we welcome the unprecedented open process that led to the draft 
constitutional treaty, that anticipated on its own conclusions by already allowing for a 
remarkable expression of “participatory democracy”, which has to be seen not only as a 
decorative accessory of representative democracy, but as a major component of 
democracy itself. We accordingly welcome article I-47 on participatory democracy and 
want to stress the importance of the structured civil dialogue, where associations have 
major responsibilities and have to benefit an “enabling environment” in order to fulfil 
them. Participation is a multi-tier process, that has to start at the micro level, which is 
what social economy enterprises ambition to do, to end up at the highest level, which is 
what the European Commission tries to do with its excellent work on governance. 

4.  A last reason for welcoming the draft treaty is, not to talk about the legal enforcement of 
the Charter of fundamental rights, its provisions regarding services of general interest, 
which we know are clearly related to our conception of “Common good”. And let me take 
here advantage of the opportunity given to me to also thank your Parliament, and 
especially Mrss. Gebhardt and Van Lancker, for having held here, exactly two weeks ago, 
on the 11th of November, a breaking through hearing on the draft directive on services. 
The reason why I take the liberty to insist on this is that supporters of an European 
framework for guaranteeing high quality and affordable services of general interest are 
continuously told that the time is not ripe for a framework directive, and the Commission 
itself recently advocated in its white paper that nothing could be done in this respect 
before the new Treaty enters into force. 

It is thus so the more surprising that, with an suspect sense of urgency, this same 
Commission proposes a far-reaching draft directive on services in the internal market that 
encompasses services of general interest as well… Where is the coherence ? 

We thus await from your Parliament that, after the outstanding hearing where fundamental 
concerns have been raised on major issues of this draft directive, a fair and appropriate 
treatment of services of general interest would be ensured and that, in particular, this 
process does not pre-empt on other ongoing projects closely linked to this issue, like the 
draft directive on professional qualifications or the consultation on social services of 
general interest. We are left with the worrying feeling that policy objectives are now 
taking the lead on the respect of the rule of law, on legal certainty and on a reasonable 
application of the precaution principle which is familiar to you, Mrs Commissioner. I do 
not think to have deviated from the purpose of this hearing as this draft directive is widely 
used as an argument to justify a rejection of the draft Constitutional Treaty. I prefer the 
European Union with a new Treaty without Bolkestein directive, than with this directive 
and without Treaty. 

I thank you for your attention. 

 

 
Patrick De Bucquois 
 
Chair of the « Competition and single market » working group 
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