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MOTION FOR A EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT RESOLUTION

on social services of general interest in the European Union
(2006/2134(INI))

The European Parliament,

– having regard to the Communication from the Commission entitled ‘Implementing the 
Community Lisbon programme: social services of general interest in the European Union’
(COM(2006)0177) and the accompanying Commission staff working document 
(SEC(2006)0516),

– having regard to the Treaty establishing the European Community, and in particular 
Articles 2, 5, 16, 86, 136, 137(i), (j) and (k), 143, 144 and 145 thereof,

– having regard to the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, and in 
particular Article 36 thereof,

– having regard to the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe, signed by the Heads of 
State and Government on 29 October 2004 in Rome, and in particular Articles II-94 and 
III-122 thereof,

– having regard to its position of ... November 2006 on the Council common position for 
adopting a directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on services in the 
internal market1,

– having retard to the conclusions of the European Council held in Brussels on 23 and 
24 March 2006,

– having regard to its resolution of 14 January 2004 on the Commission’s Green Paper on 
services of general interest2,

– having regard to its resolution of 15 March 2006 on social protection and inclusion3,

– having regard to its resolution of 6 September 2006 on a European social model for the 
future4,

– having regard to its resolution of 27 September 2006 on the Commission White Paper on 
services of general interest5,

– having regard to Rule 45 of its Rules of Procedure,

– having regard to the report of the Committee on Employment and Social Affairs and the 
opinions of the Committee on Legal Affairs, the Committee on the Internal Market and 

  
1 Report A6-0375/2006, on the agenda of the sitting of 15 November 2006.
2 OJ C 92 E, 16.4.2004, p. 294.
3 Texts adopted on that date, P6_TA(2006)0089.
4 Texts adopted on that date, P6-TA(2006)0340.
5 Texts adopted on that date, P6_TA(2006)0380.
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Consumer Protection, the Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality, the 
Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety and the Committee on 
Economic and Monetary Affairs (A6-0000/2006),

A. whereas social services of general interest (SSGI) form one of the pillars of the European 
social model, play an essential part in securing civic peace and the European Union’s 
economic, social and territorial cohesion, and are one of the means whereby the Lisbon 
Strategy objectives can be achieved,

B. whereas, moreover, the services in question are designed to carry into effect values shared 
throughout Europe including, among others, social justice, equality, solidarity and the 
development of democracy and freedom, and whereas the ultimate purpose of the SSGI is 
to uphold citizens’ fundamental rights and respect for human dignity,

C. whereas SSGI should not be regarded as a burden on public authorities, as on the contrary 
they generate positive externalities in terms of economic growth, prosperity, employment 
and social cohesion,

D. whereas SSGI are delivered in a changing environment to which they have to adjust 
constantly in order to maintain high standards of quality and efficiency,

E. whereas the availability of essential social services varies considerably from one Member 
State to another; whereas, however, the services in question should be provided 
throughout the Union’s territory in order to ensure its economic, social and territorial 
cohesion,

F. whereas some ambiguity surrounds certain basic concepts in this area, such as ‘public 
service’, ‘service of general interest’, ‘service of general economic interest’ and ‘social 
service of general interest’, and whereas that ambiguity is reflected in recent Community 
acts, thus contributing to the legal uncertainty prevailing in the sector;

G. whereas the lack of statutory regulation has given rise to a vast body of judicial 
interpretation, which is not always consistent; whereas all the sectors concerned are 
calling for a clear operating framework which reduces the need for judicial interpretation 
to the minimum and aims to achieve maximum legal certainty,

H. whereas, consequently, there is an urgent need to clarify the concepts in question and the 
legal framework in which SSGI operate, and in particular to clarify the principle of 
'general interest' and the rules on competition and aid from public funds,

I. whereas social services must not in any circumstances be reduced to a residual category 
defined by the fact that they cannot be equated either with commercial services or with 
services of general economic interest; whereas, on the contrary, because of the sector of 
society whose needs they address, and the distinctive features of their organisation, 
funding and remit, they must be regarded as a separate and specific category of services of
fundamental importance for society,

J. whereas: the SSGI sector provides employment for an increasing number of people; the 
rate of increase in employment in this sector is higher than the average in other sectors of 
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the economy; a large number of women are employed in it; it contains interesting flexible 
employment models, such as part-time working, 'flexitime' and voluntary work, which 
should be encouraged and receive adequate protection under employment law; whereas, 
on the other hand, the sector also presents alarming instances of job insecurity, which 
should be avoided, 

K. whereas health services, which are excluded from the abovementioned Commission 
communication, are also SSGI, and so share the same characteristics and objectives; 
recognising, however, the special features arising from their complex organisation and the 
financial burden they place on the Member States’ public authorities;

1. Welcomes the Commission initiative, which is linked to the implementation of the White 
Paper on services of general interest and is designed to provide a specific conceptual and 
legal framework for the services in question; considers, however, that the abovementioned 
Commission communication does not provide sufficient clarification about the 
classification and definition of SSGI, and defers any decision on the legal framework 
which should apply to them;

2. Reaffirms its commitment to modern and high-quality SSGI based on the values of 
equality, solidarity, rule of law and respect for human dignity, and the principles of 
accessibility, universal service, efficiency, economic management of resources, 
continuity, proximity to service users and transparency, which contribute to the 
implementation of the Community’s tasks as defined in Articles 2 and 3 of the Treaty;

3. Is convinced that SSGI are an appropriate means of strengthening the social dimension of 
the Lisbon Strategy, attaining the objectives of the social agenda and addressing 
challenges such as globalisation, industrial change, technological progress, demographic 
change, migration and changing social and employment patterns, thus contributing to the 
development of a social Europe;

4. Welcomes the Commission’s recognition of the special nature of the main features
whereby SSGI can be defined, which distinguish them from other types of services; 
considers, however, that the organisational criteria which, according to the 
abovementioned communication, are the distinguishing features of SSGI, cannot be 
accepted except on a provisional and indicative basis, pending the emergence of more 
definitive conclusions from the consultation process which the Commission has 
undertaken to conduct with Member States and SSGI service providers and users;

5. Considers that it would be a mistake to adopt an approach to SSGI which sets up a false 
opposition between rules on competition, public aid and the market on the one hand, and 
concepts of public service, general interest and social cohesion on the other; considers, on 
the contrary, that it is necessary to reconcile them by promoting positive synergies
between the economic and social aspects; asserts, however, that in the case of SSGI, the 
rules on competition, public aid and the internal market must be compatible with public 
service requirements, and not the other way round;

6. Recognises that, in the case of SSGI, there are two contrasting factors which have to be 
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reconciled: on the one hand, the principle of subsidiarity which upholds the national 
public authorities’ freedom to define, organise and finance SSGI as they see fit, in 
conjunction with the principle of proportionality, and on the other hand, the joint 
responsibility incumbent on the Community by virtue of the Treaty, and in particular 
Article 16 thereof, and the existence of underlying values and principles which are shared 
throughout Europe and must be respected by all by ensuring that the rules to which SSGI
are subject uphold human rights and the dignity of the individual;

7. Considers however, in view of the particular characteristics of SSGI, which relate to the 
nature of the services and the situation of those benefiting from them, their general-
interest mission and the inability of the market to fulfil certain requirements in the field of
social services, that, where conflict arises, priority should be given to the defence of the 
general interest, which is the characteristic and principal feature of the SSGI;

8. Notes with concern, in this connection, recent attempts to apply to certain SSGI rules and 
principles appropriate to commercial services and services of general economic interest, 
without taking into account the factors and principles which distinguish SSGI from other 
services;

9. Considers that it is necessary as a matter of urgency to put an end to the legal uncertainty 
which currently exists in relation to services in the general interest, whether economic or 
social; consequently, calls on the Commission to examine without delay, with a view to 
ensuring legal certainty and transparency, all possible means of clarifying the legal 
context in which SSGI operate and providing them with a legal framework to serve as a 
point of reference, in particular by adopting legislative instruments including, possibly, a 
framework directive;

10. Calls on the Commission and the Member States to protect and promote the patterns of 
employment frequently found in the social services sector, including female employment, 
flexible working hours, part-time working and use of the voluntary sector, while taking 
care not to encourage fraud and job insecurity and without causing any deterioration in the 
employment conditions of workers in the sector or recourse to unqualified or poorly 
qualified staff; also calls on the Commission to include, throughout the consultation 
process and in its report, questions relating to gender mainstreaming;

11. Calls on the Commission, the Member States and SSGI service providers, in view of the 
stress, working hours (shift work or night work) and dangerous or demanding nature of 
certain activities carried out by the social services, to develop vocational training 
initiatives geared to enabling staff to adjust to and cope with circumstances of this kind, 
with a view to ensuring better quality services and improve working and living conditions 
for workers in the sector; considers also that, in view of the changing nature of 
requirements for social services, the public authorities must ensure that workers in the 
social services have a high level of vocational training;
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12. Congratulates the Commission on its decision to consult all the actors involved in the 
definition and organisation of SSGI; believes that this dialogue will result in greater 
transparency and better-quality services and help to reinforce the principles and values 
which underpin them;

13. Calls on the Commission and the Member States to respect the diversity of the methods of 
organising and managing SSGI, of their resources and of the methods of funding these 
services; also calls for the establishment of public-private partnerships to provide such 
services, while taking care to promote the general interest and ensure the provision of
efficient and high-quality services;

14. Considers that the Member States’ various competent public authorities are free to decide 
whether SSGI should be provided by mutual associations, other forms of social 
organisation or private businesses, in cases where the provision of services by the private 
sector is compatible with the principle of upholding the general interest, but considers that 
public authorities should be able to check at any time that the service providers are 
abiding by the principles and values associated with SSGI and whether services are being 
provided in accordance with the requirements specified in advance by the public 
authorities;

15. Calls on the Commission and the Member States to encourage firms, in the context of 
fulfilling their social responsibilities, to contribute to the funding, support and delivery of 
SSGI;

16. Notes that, in some Member States, the decentralisation of power to regional or local 
authorities for the purpose of providing SSGI has not been accompanied by the allocation 
of sufficient budget resources to enable them to deliver services of the highest standard in 
terms of quantity and quality; consequently, calls on the Member States to ensure that any 
transfer of powers to regional and local authorities for the purpose of delivering SSGI is 
accompanied by adequate budgetary resources;

17. Calls on the Commission to present a communication on health services in the European 
Union which is based on the assumption they should be regarded as social services, takes 
account of their specific features and examines the need and possibility in law of putting 
forward a legislative proposal which could include the values and common principles 
underlying such services, the essential rules governing their operation and the role of 
social organisations, health professionals and private organisations, and the rights and 
obligations of patients, while leaving each Member State the freedom to lay down precise
rules on the way the services are organised;

18. Recommends the establishment of a forum, under the auspices of the European 
Parliament, which would bring together European social organisations and representatives 
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of the Commission and the Council to guide the way this process is handled; 

19. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council and the Commission.

EXPLANATORY STATEMENT

1. Social services of general interest are a key component of the European social model. If it 
is necessary to develop the internal market and strengthen external competitiveness in 
order to guarantee economic growth throughout the Union area, it is equally important to 
guarantee the proper functioning of social services throughout the Union and to lend 
practical shape to the social aspects of the Lisbon Strategy on the ground.

2. Europe is now living in a demographic framework which has undergone radical change. 
The increase in average life expectancy throughout Union territory and the decline in the 
birth rate in the overwhelming majority of Member States have created a significantly 
altered social framework. This process is influencing policies in the areas of social 
security and protection, intergenerational solidarity, family policies, flexible working 
time and indeed women's participation in the labour market.

3. Many European Union citizens are highly sensitive to the social aspects of the process of 
European integration. This was clearly demonstrated by the referendum process for the 
European Constitutional Treaty launched in various Member States. A connection was 
often drawn between the initial text of the Services Directive, which gave rise to a great 
deal of concern in a range of areas and sectors, particularly in western Europe, and an 
apparent or real drop in the amount of attention being paid by the EU to the social aspects 
of European integration. In this political context too, the process aimed at clarifying the 
specific role of SSGI, and SSGI as a whole, may prove both useful and informative with 
a view to future developments in the process of European integration across the Union.

4. The communication submitted by Vladimir Špidla on behalf of the Commission on social 
services of general interest in the European Union provides an opportunity to clarify the 
role of SSGI across Europe, in terms of social aspects and legal certainty. No doubt it will 
also provide an opportunity for an extensive debate which must go beyond the drawing-
up of this parliamentary report and the debate and vote thereon. Such an extended debate 
must also involve the social organisations working at European level, regional and local 
authorities, the European Parliament, the Commission and the Council.

5. One of the aspects which will need to be analysed is the possible creation of a legal 
instrument in the area of social services, which would also cover health, to guarantee 
political clarity in the procedures and legal certainty for the social organisations involved. 
It should also establish general principles relating to action in this area by the public 
authorities involved, whether they be local, regional, of federal states or autonomous 
communities.

6. It appears absolutely necessary that, wherever local or regional authorities perform 
differentiated functions supporting and financing SSGI, the resources allocated at 
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national level should be adequate to enable the local and regional authorities to fulfil their 
social function comprehensively and to a high standard, particularly as regards supporting 
SSGI. It is also absolutely necessary to guarantee full transparency in the financial 
relations between public authorities and social organisations at all times.

7. The organisational and management arrangements of SSGI vary widely across the 
Member States. This diversity must be respected, and the quality of the services provided 
and the proper use of any public resources made available, whether national resources or 
Community resources, must be verified in each case.

8. At all events, this Commission communication is a step towards providing a clear legal 
status for SSGI. Carrying out the extended process which it recommends may help define 
and clarify the legal status of mutual and other organisations active in the social sector 
within the Union, which appears necessary, fair and useful.

9. SSGI have all the necessary features to strengthen the social dimension of the Lisbon 
Strategy, in terms of the volume of employment that they can create and the social 
cohesion which they help guarantee, but essentially thanks to the social role they perform 
in various ways in the European Union.

10. It is a fact that active social policies are inseparable from economic policies. An 
economic policy that promotes the development and creation of jobs will make a decisive 
contribution to shaping and implementing a more active social policy. This makes it 
possible to forge a link between economic growth and social cohesion. 

11. The work done by those who collaborate on a voluntary basis with organisations 
providing SSGI on the ground needs to be clearly and fully recognised throughout the 
European Union. In this context, vocational training activities need to be developed that 
will make it possible to improve the quality of social services provided by SSGI 
volunteers and paid workers.

12. It is also necessary to consider the role of economic services of general interest across the 
European Union, ensuring an overall clarification of the concepts of service of general 
interests, so as to provide legal certainty for all players in the social area and clarify the 
relevant procedures.

13. The diversity of organisational models and management systems in SSGI must be 
respected throughout the European Union. Procedures and financing rules for services 
must comply with common principles of transparency and monitoring by the public 
authorities to ensure the adequacy of the tasks carried out by comparison with the social 
missions of public interest that are the responsibility of SSGI across Europe. Action will 
thus need to be taken to guarantee not only respect for the general interest but also the 
provision of effective, high-quality services that comply with the missions defined by the 
public authorities. 

14. Businesses that are aware of their social responsibilities will have every interest in 
contributing to the financing of and support for the provision of SSGI, and may indeed 
provide a boost to their introduction or enhancement where this is justified.
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15. Concerns relating to the operation of health services in Europe may justify the drawing-
up of a specific directive which, based on the principles and values which must provide 
an overall guide to the provision of services in the European Union, would lay down 
common minimum rules that the Member States would implement and apply, respecting 
the specific features and particular conditions in each country and region. A sectoral 
directive of this kind will be compatible with the existence of an overall framework 
directive on SSGI, including health, and with the approval of directives geared to 
resolving specific problems, such as patient mobility.

16. At all events, as far as SSGI are concerned, it is necessary to ensure all possible 
transparency in the award of concessions and subcontracts for the provision of goods or 
services to social organisations.

17. It is vital in this context to clarify not only the principle of general interest but also the 
rules governing competition and state aid. In so doing, account must evidently be taken of 
the subsidiarity principle, which guarantees national public authorities the freedom to 
define, organise and finance SSGI, and of the proportionality principle, in accordance 
with fundamental European values.

18. This explanatory statement and report are intended to help strengthen the social aspects of 
the process of European integration, guaranteeing the necessary legal certainty for social 
players and public authorities and ensuring financial transparency, the requisite 
compatibility with the internal market rules applicable and improvements in the quality of 
services provided, in accordance with the subsidiarity principle and taking account of the 
need to lend practical shape to the Lisbon Strategy in the social area.


