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PART I: EMPLOYMENT 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1  The Consultative Committee of the European Economic Area (CC-EEA) 
is composed of representatives of the key socio-economic interest groups in the eighteen 
EEA Member States. The Committee acts as spokesman for workers, employers and 
categories reflecting various interests in these countries and forms part of the EEA 
institutional machinery. 
 
1.2  In May 1997 the Consultative Committee adopted a resolution on the 
problem of unemployment in the EEA.  It particularly welcomed the planned inclusion 
of a new employment chapter in the Treaty. The Committee saw this move as a step 
towards an economic policy embodying a resolute strategy to promote employment on a 
European scale. 
 
1.3  The May 1997 project has become a reality since the Amsterdam Summit 
effectively confirmed the addition of an employment chapter in the Treaty. This 
significant development holds out hopes for all who suffer the scourge of 
unemployment. Until recently, the Member States of the European Union took the view 
that employment policy was a purely national concern. Now that many Member States 
are confronted with mass unemployment, there is increasing conviction that closer 
coordination on a European scale could contribute added value to the policies 
implemented at national level. 
 
2. A NEW CONTEXT 
 
2.1  The decisions taken at the Amsterdam European Council of June 1997 
augur well for stimulating the process of framing a European growth and employment 
strategy. 
 
2.1.1  Article 2 of the Treaty clearly states that the attainment of a high level of 
employment is one of the European Union's major aims. 
 
2.1.2  The new employment title stipulates in particular that: 
 
• Member States and the Community shall work towards developing a coordinated 

strategy for employment (Article 125); 
• the employment policies implemented by the Member States must be consistent with 

the broad guidelines of economic policy (Article 126(1)); 
• the Community shall contribute to a high level of employment by encouraging 

cooperation between Member States and by supporting and, if necessary, 
complementing their action (Article 127); 

• the Council, acting by a qualified majority, shall each year draw up guidelines which 
the Member States shall take into account in their employment policies. These 
guidelines must be consistent with the broad guidelines for economic policy (Article 
128); 



C/20/R/001 
- 3 - 

 
 

 

• the Council (acting by a qualified majority) may address recommendations to the 
Member States on the basis of an annual examination of the implementation of the 
Member States' employment policies (Article 128); 

• the Council may adopt incentive measures designed to encourage cooperation 
between the Member States and to support their action in the field of employment 
through initiatives aimed at developing exchanges of information and best practices, 
providing comparative analysis and advice as well as promoting innovative 
approaches and evaluating experiences, in particular by recourse to pilot projects 
(Article 129). 

 
2.1.3  In an opinion 1 drawn up in preparation for the Luxembourg 
extraordinary summit on employment, the ESC welcomed and applauded the link 
established in the Treaty between the guidelines for employment and the economic 
guidelines. The Committee urged that  the broad economic policy guidelines framed 
annually, which have so far focused primarily on monetary and budgetary objectives, 
should in future be expanded to encompass a more wide-ranging socio-economic 
spectrum in terms of growth and employment. 
 
  The first phase, to frame employment guidelines followed by the drawing 
up of a national action plan (NAP) by each Member State, provisionally concluded with 
the evaluation carried out at the Cardiff (June 1998) and Vienna (December 1998) 
summit meetings.  A more detailed evaluation will be possible in December 1998 at the 
Vienna Summit. 
 
  The Consultative Committee of the European Economic Area wishes 
already at this stage to draw attention both to a number of lessons learned and to certain 
areas of concern. 
 
3. INITIAL EVALUATION AND PROPOSALS 
 
3.1  The procedure based on the new employment title does not relate solely 
to the existing Member States of the European Union but is potentially of interest to all 
members of the European Economic Area. 
 
  The EFTA members have been asked to take a stand on the guidelines 
procedure. Though the unemployment problems with which they have to contend are 
not as acute as those of the EU Member States, such actions as improving job 
integration potential or stimulating entrepreneurship could nevertheless be of relevance 
for all eighteen EEA States. Hence it might benefit the EFTA countries to  examine the 
guidelines and national action plans and compare them with the employment policies 
which they themselves are currently pursuing. This approach could allow both the 
EFTA and EU Member States to exchange information in relation to ascertaining those 
areas where they could mutually learn from each other. 
 

                                                      
1  Opinion of 1 October 1997 on the European Employment Council (OJ No. C 355 of 21.11.97). 
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3.2  The actual guidelines procedure will inevitably be developed further. The 
EEA Consultative Committee would point out that one of the key prerequisites for 
success is close involvement of the social partners.  In the initial experience of 
implementing the Luxembourg process, such involvement was conspicuous by its 
absence.  In some Member States the social partners were only marginally consulted on 
the framing of national action plans. In many cases lack of time was a problem. In future 
the social partners should be involved, on an ongoing basis, in the framing of the 
employment chapter. 
 
3.3  The ESC pointed out in its October 1997 opinion that another major 
prerequisite for success was linked with the establishment of close coordination between 
the broad economic policy guidelines and the employment guidelines.  The example of 
the workforce training scheme is a good illustration.  It is not enough to produce skilled 
workers.  A training drive is only truly effective if backed by the creation of a sufficient 
number of jobs. 
 
3.4  The broad economic policy guidelines adopted by the Council for 1999 
refer more frequently than in the past to employment.  Nonetheless,  these efforts are 
still insufficient and must be stepped up.  Coordination between the two key actions - 
the employment guidelines and the broad economic policy guidelines - needs to be 
further improved in the future. In this regard, the Committee will underline the fact that 
employment creation is closely linked to an economic and legal framework, which 
encourages enterprises to develop and grow, in particular the small and medium-sized 
businesses. Jobs are created in profitable and competitive enterprises. 
 
3.5  In its first evaluation of the national action plans, the Commission 
observed that little has been done to translate some guidelines into practice. The 
Member States will therefore have to make an effort to remedy this shortcoming. 
 
3.6  The Consultative Committee would draw attention to the importance of 
equal opportunities. The Commission rightly stresses that the first NAPs failed to tackle 
this matter adequately. For greater impact, the Consultative Committee feels that the 
gender balance principle should be mainstreamed and implemented under all pillars of 
the guidelines while continuing to be the focus of a specific pillar, to the benefit of 
individuals, of business and of society as a whole. 
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PART II:  SOCIAL POLICY  
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1  In June 1998 the Consultative Committee of the European Economic 
Area (CC-EEA) agreed on drawing up a joint-opinion on Employment and Social 
Policy.   
 
1.2  Developments have been made in light of the Treaty of Amsterdam, 
which has not only provided new provisions for employment, but also brought new 
powers in the fields of social policy. 
 
2. NEW PROVISIONS AND DEVELOPMENTS 
 
2.1 The Treaty strengthened social policy by: 
 
• full incorporation of the Social Protocol into the main body of the Treaty; 
• extension of Qualified Majority Voting to broader areas regarding the working 

life; 
• promoting the social dialogue.  The Social partners at community level may take 

their own initiatives and agreements concluded in the dialogue between them “shall 
be implemented either in accordance with the procedures and practices specific to 
management and labour and the Member States or at the joint request of the 
signatory parties, by a Council decision on a proposal from the Commission.” 
(Article 118b). 

 
2.2  As to respond to the strengthening of social policy introduced by the 
Treaty and to seize upon the fresh impetus in the social fields provided by the new 
European Employment strategy, some developments have already been made. 
 
• In April 1998 the European Commission adopted a Social Action Programme for 

1998-2000.  The key priorities stated in this programme are grouped under three 
headings: “jobs, skills and mobility”, “the changing world of work”, and 
“developing an inclusive society”. 

• In order to strengthen the Social Dialogue, the European Commission in May 1998 
issued a Commission Communication on the topic: “Adapting and Promoting the 
Social Dialogue at Community Level”.  It introduces a number of key actions 
under the headings “information”, “consultation”, "employment partnership” and 
“negotiation”. 

• Strengthened Social Dialogue encourages the legal framework agreements at 
European level, which has already brought results in the negotiation on “the fixed 
term work”. 
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3. GENERAL COMMENTS 
 
3.1  The Consultative Committee of EEA welcomes the new provisions and 
new powers brought by the Treaty of Amsterdam.  It establishes some favourable 
conditions for strengthening employment and social policy. 
 
3.2  The Committee welcomes the integration of the Social Protocol into the 
main body of the Treaty as a major achievement in the area of European social policy.  
The Committee also welcomes the fact that the extension of QMV to areas regarding 
working life will promote rapid development in these areas. 
 
3.2.1  The Social Protocol provides a strong role for the social partners in the 
shaping of EU social policy.  A legal framework has been created for negotiating 
European agreements which can be then adopted as Council directives. 
 
3.2.2  Two agreements on parental leave and part-time work have been adopted 
as Council directives through this procedure, while the social partners have failed to find 
common ground regarding information and consultation at companies' level.  The 
Committee believes that the Treaty adds a new dimension to the objectives of the Social 
Protocol and creates a stronger legal base for social policy measures.  In the coming 
years, more social legislation will presumably have its roots in agreements between the 
European social partners.  Difficult social issues may be more easily solved when left to 
negotiations rather than to the political process in the EU decision-making bodies, and 
probably with results that are more adaptable to the needs of working life. 
 
3.2.3  The  negotiation on “the Fixed Term Work” is another example for this 
procedure.  After ten months' negotiations, a draft ETUC-UNICE-CEEP framework 
agreement on fixed-term work was reached on January 14.  The social partners in the 
EFTA States are involved in the negotiations as members of ETUC and UNICE.  Once  
the framework agreement is adopted, it will establish the third European agreement on 
legislation within the social sector.  An eventual Council Directive based on agreement 
will apply to the EFTA EEA-States as well as through the EEA-agreement. 
 
3.3  The Committee welcomes the Commission Communication about 
“Adapting and Promoting the Social Dialogue at Community Level”.  The purpose 
is to identify the steps that need to be taken to strengthen the social dialogue under the 
Social Protocol at European level, to make it more adaptable and to link the work of the 
social partners more closely to the development and implementation of EU policies. 
 
3.3.1  It is valuable that the Social Dialogue draws much attention of the 
Commission and the Commission has, responding to the Treaty of Amsterdam, set out 
means to adapt and promote it at Community level.  The Committee foresees that the 
partners in the Social Dialogue will be required to contribute more in the shaping of 
European social policies.   The Committee believes that the social partners should co-
operate effectively and constructively in the Social Dialogue platform. Furthermore the 
Committee is in favour of closer co-operation and co-ordination between social partners 
and the political decision-making bodies both at Community level and at the national 
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level in Member States of EEA.  The Committee underlines the importance of 
recognition of the principle of subsidiarity in this process. 
 
3.3.2  Legislation in the social fields is often demanding and delicate.  It is 
reflected also in the process of “the European Company Statute”.  Among the issues 
in the process, worker participation is a sensitive subject.  It requires the involvement of 
all partners.  Every effort must therefore be made to ensure that solutions are not 
imposed on the parties concerned against their will2.  
 
3.3.3  The Committee points out that the social partners in the EFTA States are 
involved in the European Social Dialogue platform, along with their EU-colleagues, as 
members of ETUC, UNICE and CEEP.  The EFTA social partners participate in the 
negotiating teams of ETUC and UNICE respectively.  Their representatives are 
recognised as ordinary members of the teams, and experience from past negotiations has 
shown that their contributions are taken fully into account. The importance of their 
involvement stands from social legislation’s relevance to the EEA Agreement. The 
EFTA social partners as well as their EU-colleagues are expected to continue their 
constructive contributions in the future. 
 
3.4  With regard to the Social Action Programme 1998-2000, the 
Committee refers to the previous ESC opinion3 on this issue.  The Committee strongly 
welcomes the philosophy underpinning the Commission programme, which is seen as 
an organic structure, with employment as a central objective of social policy as a whole. 
 
3.4.1 The Committee would like to emphasize some points as follows: 
 
• The Committee believes that the importance which the programme places on social 

dialogue is wholly justified; 
• The Committee sees the promotion of new forms of work organisation as an 

essential component in an integrated European employment strategy, with a view to 
furthering the shared goals of efficiency, competitiveness and personal development; 

• The Committee would like to emphasize the importance of training and life-long 
learning, as investment in human capital with regard to the educational, social and 
economic policies, as well as its significance for economic growth and employment 
promotion; 

• The Committee takes note of the Commission’s commitment to encourage 
developments in the information and consultation procedure at the work place. 

 
 

 

                                                      
2  ESC opinion on the European Company Statute (11.12.1997) – OJ C 129. 
3  ESC opinion on the Communication from the Commission concerning the social action 

programme 1998-2000. (OJ C N° 407 28.12.98). 


