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Esteemed presidents (EESC - Luca Jahier; Slovak ESC - Jozef Kollár)

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Allow me to extend a warm greeting to you all, and especially to our guests from abroad. It was with great interest that I accepted the invitation to your annual meeting, the main theme of which is the future of Europe and the related task of shaping the future of the European Union. These are precisely the issues that individual nation states, as well as the EU as a whole, are committed to addressing, and which will continue to form the focus of their attention in the years to come. 

The EU is home to the most advanced social systems in the world and applies many of the best practices and innovations in the field of social affairs; however, it needs to address and adapt to the unprecedented social challenges of the current era. Despite improvements to economic, social and employment conditions in Europe, which are better than they have ever been, the consequences of the crisis of the last decade remain far-reaching. These range from long-term and youth unemployment to the risk of poverty in many parts of Europe. The world of work, but also our societies, are changing rapidly with the arrival of new opportunities and challenges brought about by globalisation, the digital revolution, changing work patterns and demographic changes. This is why we have a role to play here, and I should add that it is also in the interest of public sector bodies at all levels, as well as social partners and representatives of civil society, to work together to make Europe stronger and more prosperous in the future, as well as to ensure that economic and social development occur in unison.

We are pleased to note that the EU ministers for employment and social affairs unanimously adopted the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) at the Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council in Luxembourg on 23 October 2017. The Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs, Skills and Labour Mobility, Marianne Thyssen, welcomed this agreement with the following statement: "This Council meeting marks an important step forward for social Europe. The unanimous endorsement of the European Pillar of Social Rights shows that all Member States are committed to striving for better working and living conditions throughout our Union, in light of challenges such as an ageing society, globalisation and digitalisation. As for the agreement on posting of workers - our position from the beginning has been that workers should earn the same pay for the same work in the same place." 

I would like to add to the Commissioner's statement by saying how positive it is that the Member States have expressed widespread support for this idea. This issue relates to fair treatment not only for posted workers who deserve equal working conditions, but also for local workers and employers who do not want wages to be undercut. We have demonstrated that we Europeans are able to meet, sit down at the table together, maintain a dialogue and reach a fair and balanced agreement. We also see the added value of the European Pillar of Social Rights as a potential model for future strategies, such as Europe 2030. Several areas and measures are of particular importance from the point of view of the Slovak Republic. Let's look at the most important of these:

 In order to ensure that labour markets and social systems are equipped to face the upcoming challenges, we support joint European unemployment insurance as a tool for mitigating macroeconomic shocks. We also support upward social convergence through the introduction of European minimum wage standards, taking into account national economic specificities and wage developments. Ensuring that workers within corporations operating in several EU Member States are paid the same wages should also contribute to the development of social convergence. Measures should therefore be adopted that adequately ensure equal pay for the same work within a group of companies, taking into account, in particular, employee productivity. We also consider it important to create tools to support social housing as a means of mobility, convergence, and regional development, and to secure this basic social right.

 In order to respond flexibly to changing labour markets, labour relations, and demographic and technological changes, we encourage the deepening of social dialogue at all levels as the most effective instrument when it comes to achieving social consensus and linking education systems with labour markets. We believe that the EPSR should take into account protection and access to basic resources in the context of rising energy poverty.

 In terms of equal opportunities, the EPSR highlights in particular the insufficient representation of third-country nationals in the labour market. However, the Slovak Republic will encourage a selective approach to the employment of third-country nationals who would be offered posts in occupations that were experiencing a shortage of workers, and only for a limited period of time. At the same time, we disagree with the practice of employing third-country nationals as an inexpensive labour force – which we refer to as social dumping – and argue that under no circumstances should it be used as a way of overriding trade unions' legitimate demands for wage growth and better working conditions.

 In the context of changing labour market conditions, we welcome the European Commission's initiative to establish a European Labour Authority in order to ensure that EU rules on worker mobility are enforced in a fair, simple and effective manner. This body should address the current lack of awareness among both people and employers of their rights and obligations with regard to cross-border labour mobility. It will also improve the exchange of information between national authorities responsible for individual aspects of worker mobility and social security coordination. Slovakia will request that the headquarters of this body be located on its soil.

 In many Member States, employment rates for disabled people are very low. In the context of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, we consider it important to place greater emphasis on the rights of disabled people, especially with regard to barrier-free access to work or inclusive education.

 New forms of work, which are replacing traditional employment relationships, must be the subject of adequate legal regulation with regard to relations between employers and their employees. Workers in new kinds of jobs or regimes must not lose the level of social and legal protection, as well as protection in terms of occupational health and safety, that they are currently guaranteed. The regulation must ensure that the remuneration of workers in new forms of work will take sufficient account of the necessary costs in terms of social and health insurance and health and safety. In order to genuinely enforce these requirements, the application of the principle of shared responsibility in supply chains should be extended to the areas mentioned above.

 The proposal to index family allowances for migrant workers contradicts the idea of a single Europe and the principle of equal treatment, and therefore EU citizens have the right to the same level of social benefits, rather than these being based on national economic parameters. We take the view that such measures are inconsistent with efforts to strengthen the EU's social dimension and strive for greater convergence of the Member States' working and social conditions, which is the aim of the European Pillar of Social Rights. Therefore, the issue of indexing family allowances has also been included in the programme of the Slovak Presidency of the V4, which will begin on 1 July 2018, with the aim of establishing a coordinated procedure between the V4 countries on these issues. 

As a representative of the department for employment, allow me to introduce a few other important issues and aspects that we have already addressed, but which are crucial and thus remain the focus of our interest. At the Slovak ministry of labour, social affairs and family, we are primarily concerned with developing a social security policy that helps to create and maintain jobs. 

The priority of the ministry continues to be employment policy, which also deals with the socio-economic status of families and individuals. Thanks to positive economic development and the implementation of an active labour market policy, our unemployment rate is at its lowest ever level. In April 2018, the official unemployment rate fell to 5.42%. It had decreased by 2.32% year-on-year (from 7.74% in April 2017). Employment offices recorded a total of 183 518 job seekers in April, 4 243 people fewer than in March. The overall unemployment rate thus decreased to 6.65%. The number of available job seekers in April 2018 was 149 611. Year-on-year, it decreased by 61 493, making it 29.13% less than in April 2017. By the end of April 2018, the offices for employment and social and family affairs had recorded 80 581 vacancies, which demonstrates a persistent demand for labour.

In connection with the transposition of Directive (EU) 2016/801 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 May 2016 on the conditions of entry and residence of third-country nationals for the purposes of research, studies, training, voluntary service, pupil exchange schemes or educational projects and au pairing, entry into the Slovak labour market has been modified. With effect from 1 May 2017 and in order to make it easier and more attractive for highly qualified third-country nationals to access the Slovak labour market, the period has been shortened for registering a vacancy, and the period has been extended for confirming whether a vacancy for a highly qualified employee can be filled. In addition, as of 1 May 2018, legislative provisions have been adapted to simplify the conditions of employment of third-country nationals, in cases where labour shortages persist in areas with a registered unemployment rate of less than 5%. 
In the context of the world of work in the 21st century, at a time when changes are taking place in relation to patterns of work, the global economy, digitisation, automation, and Industry 4.0, it is essential that we strengthen the functional social dialogue that is at the heart of social reconciliation. As a result and in order to provide you with a good example I will now speak about the rise of the minimum wage in Slovakia. This has led to a significant reduction in the huge gulf between minimum and average wages. I am thinking in particular of the rise in the minimum wage, which is one of the highest in the European Union, but also of the legislative support for collective bargaining and the rights of employees under the Labour Code. Over the last six years, the minimum wage has increased by more than a third. This development is bringing us closer to fulfilling our commitment under the revised European Social Charter, which recommends a ratio of minimum to average wages of 60%. I am convinced that the philosophy of solidarity and the interest of trade unions in reducing wage gaps are interwoven, and that this theme is still highly relevant. There is a need for all the initiatives to continue over the long term in precisely these areas. Pushing for higher salaries is one of the main activities of trade unions. It is precisely these efforts that provide a clear connection with Europe's aims as well as with its authorities. The very fact that wages are 18% higher in businesses with active trade unions proves that the issue of collective bargaining, and the role and mission of the trade unions, are very important. 

Ladies and gentlemen,
I would like to end by expressing my belief that respect for the principles and rights enshrined in the European Pillar of Social Rights is a task that is shared by the Member States, the EU institutions, the social partners and other stakeholders. The European institutions will help to create a framework and outline the way in which the pillar will be implemented, while taking into account the competences of the Member States and the traditional forms of social dialogue. I believe your discussion will also make a contribution in this regard. I hope that your negotiations will be a success, and that you will have a stimulating discussion and plenty of ideas for further creative work and mutual cooperation. I wish you every success in achieving your shared goals as well as with regard to your many professional and personal achievements.

Thank you.
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