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General comments  

 

1. Pillar of Social Rights anticipates 

discussion on the future of the social 

dimension  

 
What could the social dimension of Europe 
look like in 2025? The European 
Commission has presented three different 
scenarios in its reflection paper on this 
question. German employers welcome this 
initiative in principle, since it could give fresh 
impetus to the urgently needed debate on 
the future of the EU.  

 
However, the European Commission’s 
approach is not coherent. The European 
Commission’s announcement that it wants to 
present further reflection papers only in the 
discussion phase which is just starting 
“without presenting definitive decisions” is 
misleading. Because on 26 April 2017 it 
presented the Pillar of Social Rights with 20 
fundamental social principles and rights as 
well as various follow-up measures, 
sometimes of a legislative nature. The 
findings set out in this way make an honest 
and open-ended discussion process 
impossible, since the course has already 
been clearly set through the Pillar of Social 
Rights towards more European influence in 
the area of social policy. 

 

 

2. Avoid conducting discussions about 

economic and social progress in Europe 

separately 

 

The process of reflection on the social 

dimension of Europe is also not running 

smoothly for other reasons: following the 

presentation of the reflection paper on the 

future of social policy in the EU, on 10 May 

the European Commission proposed a 

separate reflection paper on globalisation 

which also comprises social policy aspects. 

For instance, in the debate launched by the 

Commission on how the EU and its Member 

States could ensure that as many European 

citizens as possible benefit from the positive 

effects of globalisation, there are 

deliberations about improving social and 

workplace standards through the introduction 

of collective bargaining systems at global 

level. Furthermore, the paper calls for a more 

balanced distribution of the benefits of 

globalisation in conjunction with effective 

social protection. 

 

In addition, alongside the reflection paper on 

the social dimension of the EU, on 31 May 

2017 the European Commission published a 

further reflection paper on the future of the 

European Economic and Monetary Union. 

BDA takes a critical stance on the separate 

presentation of these papers. It is important 

to underline that competitiveness and 

economic growth are preconditions for 
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employment and a sustainable social policy. 

Economic and social progress must go hand 

in hand. The separate presentation of the 

reflection papers runs the risk that this idea 

will not be taken into consideration.  

 

3. An ex-ante predisposition to 

strengthen harmonisation of EU social 

policy should be rejected  

 

By contrast with the European Commission’s 

white paper, the discussions in the reflection 

paper on the social dimension are restricted 

to just three of the five scenarios proposed in 

the white paper, which limits an open 

reflection process on the future of social 

policy in the EU. It is difficult to understand 

why two scenarios which are very relevant 

for the discussion on the future of the social 

dimension (“Carrying on” and “Doing less 

more efficiently”) are excluded from the 

outset. For instance, applied to the social 

dimension, the “Doing less more efficiently” 

scenario could lead to discussions on a 

proportionate withdrawal of some EU social 

policy measures. Against the background of 

the European Commission’s most recently 

presented social package, a proportionate 

exercise of competences by the European 

institutions in the area of social policy could 

be debated under the “Carrying on” scenario.  

 

Unfortunately, however, no space is left for 

such important discussions due to the 

restriction to the three other scenarios in the 

reflection paper. Not only have two options 

simply been excluded: in the “Nothing but the 

Single Market” scenario, the European 

Commission portrays a complete withdrawal 

of a large portion of EU social standards, e.g. 

in the area of occupational safety and health. 

This is completely unrealistic. Hence, of the 

five scenarios designed to fuel the 

discussion on the future of social policy in 

the EU, only two remain, both of which 

describe a forward march in EU social policy, 

either only by groups of EU Member States 

or at the same time by all EU Member 

States. 

 

 

 

4. EU already has a strong social 

dimension  

 
Europe’s economies are growing, 
unemployment is falling. Despite a 
geopolitical situation which is sometimes 
uncertain and the imminent departure of the 
United Kingdom from the EU, the economy 
in Europe is expected to grow by 1.8% in the 
years 2017-2018. Unemployment numbers 
and employment rates are also improving. 
According to the European Commission’s 
reflection paper, the number of those in work 
is higher than ever with 201 million employed 
(page 10).   
 
However, it is also true that the economic 
and social situation continues to be stretched 
in a number of EU Member States. 
Nevertheless, this cannot be traced back to 
inadequate EU social policy or too little 
spending on social security.  On the contrary: 
the European Commission itself points out in 
its reflection paper that “expenditure on 
social protection in the EU accounted for 
about 40% of total public expenditure, almost 
one fifth of the GDP” (page 11), even though 
the population of the EU constitutes just 7% 
of world population. In addition, the 
European Commission rightly highlights that 
EU citizens see social policy as a task 
primarily for the Member States and not for 
the EU (page 20).  
 
The EU should therefore concentrate on the 
area where it can offer genuine added value 
and can contribute to an improvement in the 
framework conditions for a globally 
competitive European economic area. The 
EU has a decisive role to play in shaping a 
competitive single market. The objective 
must be to promote the four fundamental 
freedoms of the single market optimally 
through single market regulation in order to 
create a business-friendly and globally 
competitive European economic area with a 
high employment intensity. Through 
European social regulation as a component 
of single market regulation, minimum 
standards are established which create an 
EU-wide level playing field in the area of 
social policy. This is of fundamental 
importance to prevent distortions of 
competition in the single market.  
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However, the EU institutions must 
concentrate on their core tasks when 
regulating the single market and exercise 
their competences responsibly so that 
unnecessarily high administrative costs do 
not become an unreasonable burden on 
companies.  Such an orientation will lead, 
inter alia, to Europe regaining the confidence 
of private investors and being able to 
generate growth and jobs. German 
employers are firmly behind the European 
Union and very much want to take part in a 
genuine and open-ended process of 
dialogue on the future of the social 
dimension. Unfortunately, however, the 
Commission’s reflection paper is completely 
unsuited for this. 
 

 

Detailed comments  

 

1. “Limiting the ‘social dimension’ to free 

movement”  

 

Under scenario 1, only the rules on 

promoting free movement of persons are 

maintained. The directives on occupational 

safety and health, parental leave or working 

time would be repealed. The Social Dialogue 

would be restricted to areas relevant for the 

single market. In this regard, the European 

Commission’s cause-and-effect logic is that 

a concentration on the single market 

automatically entails generally weaker social 

legislation at EU level. 

 

Furthermore, the European Commission 

assumes that critics see in every form of EU 

social legislation a burden for companies 

which puts them “at a competitive 

disadvantage compared to the rest of the 

world”. This picture is inaccurate. Business 

supports European social regulation which 

genuinely sets minimum standards creating 

a social level playing field, in particular in the 

area of occupational safety and health, in 

order to prevent possible distortions of 

competition in the EU. Such European 

minimum standards are welcome and 

indispensable for completion of the 

European single market. What businesses 

criticise are excessive standards. 

 

In particular in the case of rules on minimum 

social standards, the principle of subsidiarity 

enshrined in the European treaties must still 

be maintained and applied consistently 

through a constant assessment of the 

advantages and drawbacks of EU-wide 

regulation. 57 EU directives and four EU 

regulations already oblige all Member States 

to enforce minimum social standards. This 

existing European social acquis is very 

comprehensive and sufficient. Further 

provisions on minimum standards would 

place an additional burden on companies 

and would be detrimental to the aspiration to 

strengthen the global competitiveness of the 

European economic area.  

 

2. “Those who want to do more in the 

social field do more”  

 

For scenario 2, the thinking is along the lines 

that the Eurozone countries in particular 

need to deepen their cooperation in the area 

of social policy. If common projects involving 

Eurozone countries or another group of 

countries (in the framework of enhanced 

cooperation) were to prove a success, the 

other Member States could sign up for them 

at a later date. 

 

It is questionable whether such a 

differentiated approach in the thematic area 

of European social policy is desirable in any 

form. Different minimum social standards in 

the EU would lead to distortions of 

competition in the single market. Individual 

Member States could deliberately sidestep 

integration steps in the social sphere and 

seek to attract companies via low social 

standards. Hence, different minimum social 

standards could constitute an obstacle to the 

further completion of the European single 

market. 

 

BDA is critical of the idea that “stabilisation 

instruments as outlined in the Five 

Presidents’ Report” could be introduced. The 

introduction of a European unemployment 

insurance scheme, for instance, is unsuited 

to coming to grips with the competitiveness 

deficiencies of individual countries and 

hence helping to reduce unemployment. 

Even a partial pooling of the costs of 
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unemployment – which is often also a 

consequence of a failed national economic, 

financial, education or labour market policy – 

would be very difficult to communicate above 

all to people in those Member States which 

have themselves already successfully 

implemented painful reforms on the labour 

market. 

 

3. “The EU-27 deepen the social 

dimension of Europe together”  

 

In scenario 3, there would possibly be a 

complete harmonisation of citizens’ rights 

across the EU. To guarantee improved 

implementation of European social 

regulation, the work of Member States’ 

enforcement authorities could be 

complemented by the establishment of 

European agencies under this scenario. 

Uniform Europe-wide collective agreements 

negotiated by the European Social Partners 

would also be possible. 

 

BDA rejects the third scenario for the future. 

More common European action is necessary 

where it genuinely adds value as compared 

with national action, e.g. because there is no 

real possibility to influence and shape 

policies vis-à-vis other global powers without 

a European position. But the EU must not 

jeopardise its overall acceptance by tinkering 

in people’s everyday social and cultural lives. 

The EU must therefore exercise restraint in 

small matters and verify proposals more 

carefully against the criteria of proportionality 

and subsidiarity. The European Commission 

itself confirms this statement when it refers to 

surveys in which the EU’s citizens made it 

clear that the Member States are primarily 

responsible for social policy issues. The 

objective of once more strengthening the 

confidence of citizens in the European 

institutions would therefore not be achieved 

under scenario 3. 

 

In addition, scenario 3 looks extremely 

unrealistic. It presupposes a far-reaching 

transfer of competences both from the 

Member States to the European level and 

also from the national to the European social 

partners. It is very questionable whether 

Member States and social partners would 

reach agreement on such a process, since 

this would not deliver any added value as 

compared with the status quo and would not 

be compatible with a range of socio-

economic traditions and situations in the 

Member States. 

 

 

Contacts: 

BDA | DIE ARBEITGEBER 
Confederation of German  
Employers' Associations 
 
European Union and International Affairs 
Tel +49 30 2033-1900 
europa@arbeitgeber.de 

 

EU Transparency register no 7749519702-29 

 
 

 


