A.
Address
Renewed Social Agenda
· It is a great pleasure to be with you today for the Commission's adoption of the renewed Social Agenda. The Social Agenda is intended to be a coherent and ambitious package in response to the challenges posed by new social realities. The central focus is to ensure greater wellbeing for EU citizens. 

· It is a coherent package which underlines the links between social policies and other fields such as education, health, the information society and the economy and shows how the economic and social objectives are mutually supportive (all too often, such objectives are, mistakenly, in conflict with one another). 

· It is also ambitious, primarily because it aims to provide a concrete response to the concerns of citizens and to improve their wellbeing, but also because of the number of initiatives involved in this package: 19 which are being presented today and more than 20 which will be adopted in the coming months.

· The renewed Social Agenda is built upon three pillars – opportunities, access and solidarity – and comprises three main components. 

· First, it aims to help citizens cope better with globalisation, and several initiatives within the package are designed to strengthen the EU's ability to respond to change (for example, the Directive on improving the way that European works councils operate). 

· It also aims to promote greater solidarity between generations, between regions and towards the most underprivileged groups and proposes, to this end, to set quantified targets at European level for the elimination of poverty, the sustainability of pension systems and health. 

· Tackling discrimination with a view to providing real opportunities for all is a key part of the Social Agenda. In addition to a Communication which reports on progress in the field and presents new actions, the package comprises a legislative proposal designed to supplement the existing legal framework, which is already one of the most developed in the world. 

Social Agenda and social services of general interest 

· It is clear that social services of general interest are an essential instrument in the implementation of the renewed Social Agenda. 

· Since the 2004 Green Paper, and in particular in 2006-2007, the Commission has conducted an extensive consultation process. 

· The November 2007 Communication on services of general interest set out the results of these consultations. The Communication underlines the role of social services in tackling discrimination and in increasing the ability of individuals to participate fully in society. 

· These services are generally driven by the principle of solidarity and are highly dependent on public financing, so as to ensure equality of access, regardless of wealth or income. "Opportunities, access and solidarity" –  these are the pillars of the renewed Social Agenda. 

Biennial report on social services of general interest
· The role of social services in the implementation of the renewed Social Agenda is emphasised in the report on social services of general interest, which is part of the Social Agenda package adopted today. 

· This report is in response to the Commission's undertaking, in its 2006 Communication on social services of general interest, to establish a monitoring and dialogue tool for these services, in the form of biennial reports. 

· The report provides an overall picture of social services in the European Union by first providing an updated overview of the importance of these services in social terms and in economic terms (on average they account for around 10% of jobs in Europe and 9% of the EU's GDP).

· It then analyses three specific sectors: long-term care, labour market services for disadvantaged people and childcare. These sectors are particularly illustrative of health and social services' contribution to employment creation, and of the challenges they face (ageing, developments in the labour market, changes in family structures, etc.). 

· The final section of the biennial report gives a more general description of the reforms which Member States have undertaken in response to the socio-economic changes facing the sector. These reforms have often led to significant changes in the way these services are organised, provided and financed, which have resulted in the outsourcing of services previously provided directly by the public authorities.

· The combined effect of these changes is that an increasing number of activities performed by social services are now falling under the scope of Community law. In illustrating them, the report echoes the conclusions of the 2007 Communication: in the social field, Community rules are often misunderstood, poorly applied and the opportunities that they provide for are generally not taken up. 
· The report recalls the strategy introduced by the November 2007 Communication to provide the practical clarifications and explanations required by the people involved on the ground. 
· In order to respond to the specific questions raised by citizens, public authorities and service providers, the Commission has set up an "interactive information service", which has been operational since January 2008. Although it is still a little early to assess this new tool, it has made a promising start, as there is a real need for it.
· The questions which the interactive information service is most frequently asked will be used to help the Commission update the two question-and-answer documents accompanying the 2007 Communication. These documents already provide answers to a series of very specific questions concerning the application of rules on state aid and public procurement. 
· For example, the document concerning the application of rules on competition and state aid explains clearly that the application of these rules does not require public authorities to ensure that a multiplicity of service providers is present in the market, to privatise public entities or to abolish exclusive rights already granted. 

· The rules applicable to state aid are explained using examples which show how basic certain requirements are and illustrate their compatibility with the specific nature of social services. One such example is the autonomy enjoyed by certain service providers. 

· The document on the application of public procurement rules also clarifies the applicable legal framework, highlighting the fact that only certain rules apply to social services and that public authorities already benefit from greater room for manoeuvre in this sector. They can also set quality criteria. Moreover, the document underlines the fact that Community law in no way requires public authorities to externalise the provision of social services.

· Both these documents are valuable tools at the disposal of those involved on the ground. The biennial report is the first manifestation of the monitoring and dialogue procedure which the Commission has established in the social services sector. A process which will be continued, given the economic importance of these services and the key role they are expected to play in the implementation of the Social Agenda. 

The contribution of the ESF
· In addition to clarifying the Community rules applicable to social services of general interest, the European Union provides tangible support, through the European Social Fund, for the modernisation of these services.

· The ESF is providing 76 billion euros for the period 2007-2013. It funds 117 operational programmes in the Member States and supports social services by means of two priority areas:

· first, via the objective of improving access to employment and inclusion in the labour market, the ESF supports measures to help reconcile professional, private and family life, for example the development of childcare services or care for dependants;

· second, via the objective on the social inclusion of disadvantaged people, for example by supporting the social economy. 
· In concrete terms, the ESF will spend more than 2.4 billion euros up to 2007 on helping to reconcile working and family life; the European Regional Development Fund will spend more than 500 million euros on developing childcare infrastructure. 

· The Member States have also planned to spend 10 billion euros on promoting social inclusion and a further 17 billion to improve social infrastructure.

CONCLUSION

· The measures taken by the Commission with regard to social services of general interest are intended to support the modernisation process undertaken by the Member States. 
· It is clear, following the Commission's consultation process, that at this stage we should aim to clarify and explain the existing Community rules rather than adopt a specific legal framework. The Commission has therefore taken a pragmatic approach, for example by establishing the interactive information service, which has already proved its usefulness.

· This pragmatic and evolutionary approach shows the Commission's commitment to consolidating the Community framework applicable to these services and to providing practical solutions to the uncertainties and problems posed by the application of Community rules. 

· This modernisation is imperative in light of the challenges faced by the European Union, such as population ageing and social exclusion. It is also essential in order to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of social expenditure with a view to ensuring the sustainability of social systems and solidarity towards the underprivileged.

· The modernisation of social services of general interest is therefore at the heart of the modernisation of the European social model, which must combine sustainable economic growth with social progress. 

· The Commission will continue to use the resources it has at its disposal to support the Member States and all stakeholders.

· Thank you.

