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Artificial intelligence at the workplace, with Roxana Mînzatu, European Commission Executive Vice-President, Social Rights and Skills, Quality Jobs and Preparedness, Katarzyna Nowakowska, Deputy Minister of Family, Labour and Social Policy of Poland and Janine Berg, senior economist, International Labour Organization, Switzerland, linked to the adoption of the opinion SOC/803 Pro-worker AI: levers for harnessing the potential and mitigating the risks of AI in connection with employment and labour market policies
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EESC President Oliver Röpke asked the Committee to turn to agenda item 14 – the debate on Artificial intelligence at the workplace, linked to the opinion SOC/803 Pro-worker AI: levers for harnessing the potential and mitigating the risks of AI in connection with employment and labour market policies
President Röpke welcomed the speakers and extended his congratulations to Ms Roxana Mînzatu on her appointment as European Commission Executive Vice-President for Social Rights and Skills, Quality Jobs, and Preparedness. He also congratulated Katarzyna Nowakowska, Deputy Minister of Family, Labour and Social Policy of Poland, on the commencement of the Polish Presidency. He referenced key findings from The Future of Jobs Report 2025, recently published by the World Economic Forum, emphasising that while AI offers immense potential, it also poses critical challenges that demand a thoughtful, collaborative approach. He underscored the importance of partnerships such as those fostered at the EESC in successfully navigating digital transformation and ensuring a fair and inclusive society.
Mr Röpke acknowledged that the opinion under discussion was initiated by the Workers’ Group and also integrated a request from the Polish Presidency. He expressed his gratitude for the valuable contributions of the European Commission, the International Labour Organization (ILO), and other experts in shaping the opinion.
Roxana Mînzatu opened her remarks by commending the constructive tone of the EESC’s opinions, noting that this approach fosters the development of sound policies rather than polarising debates. She assured the EESC of her commitment to delivering meaningful content to help shape the social agenda. She congratulated the rapporteur for championing an inclusive approach in the opinion and announced that the European Commission would present an initiative on algorithmic management and explore potential legislation on AI in the workplace, following consultations with social partners. 
Ms Mînzatu outlined the key cornerstones of the Commission’s approach: 1) defending the ‘human in control’ principle – ensuring that AI remains a tool to serve and empower people; 2) emphasising skills development – the Commission will present a new vision for a Union of Skills, focusing on investment in adult learning, lifelong learning (LLL), and skills intelligence; 3) promoting social dialogue – reaffirming the Commission’s commitment to fostering strong social dialogue while respecting the autonomy of social partners. The Executive Vice-President acknowledged the risks associated with unregulated AI but also highlighted its potential benefits for workers, including the elimination of tedious and hazardous tasks, as well as improved decision-making processes. However, she stressed that achieving these benefits requires greater transparency than currently exists in most workplaces. She confirmed that the Commission would assess whether existing legal instruments were sufficient to meet these objectives. The AI Act and the Platform Workers Directive already provide a strong foundation to address today’s challenges, but she emphasised that if necessary, she would not hesitate to advocate for additional legislation. A thorough assessment of regulatory gaps will be conducted, and the Commission stands ready to provide explicit guidance, as recommended in the SOC/803 opinion. Concluding her remarks, Ms Mînzatu stated that AI deployment is not merely a technological challenge but a fundamentally human one. The objective must be to safeguard dignity, fairness, and equal opportunities for all. AI can either deepen social divides or be harnessed to build a more inclusive society while strengthening European competitiveness.
Katarzyna Nowakowska began by emphasising that the future of AI and its impact on the labour market is a key priority of the Polish Presidency. While AI presents significant opportunities, it also poses potential risks, making it essential to consider all perspectives in the discussion.
The widespread adoption of AI offers great potential to enhance productivity and competitiveness. However, it also raises concerns relating to health and safety, working conditions, the role of social dialogue, privacy, non-discrimination, and broader ethical issues.
Ms Nowakowska highlighted that AI’s influence on the labour market is not neutral. It replaces certain human tasks, creating a demand for new skills. Its impact depends on various factors, including policy choices, adaptability, and the speed of AI implementation. Without proper safeguards, AI deployment could lead to negative scenarios, with costs distributed unevenly. While some individuals and businesses will see increased profits, others – particularly women – may face job insecurity. Additionally, some of AI’s effects remain difficult to predict. Given these challenges, she stressed the importance of designing AI systems in a way that protects workers. The quality and integrity of data used to train AI systems must comply with regulations to ensure fairness and accountability. Organisations should establish individual oversight mechanisms and clear management frameworks for AI implementation. Ms Nowakowska also underscored that workers must be fully informed about AI systems applied in their workplaces. AI should not be used in ways that undermine working hours, fair wages, or protections against discrimination. Regular audits should be conducted on AI deployment, with transparent reporting on the results. Furthermore, support measures must be in place for workers who lose their jobs due to AI-driven changes.
Janine Berg, senior economist, International Labour Organization, began by emphasising the need for robust procedures to safeguard labour rights and ensure protection for both employers and employees in the face of AI-driven changes. She acknowledged the crucial role of social dialogue and the need to uphold fundamental rights in managing the transition to AI-integrated workplaces. The International Labour Organization (ILO) has been actively engaged for years in providing evidence-based research and data to its constituents while serving as a platform for social dialogue. As part of this effort, the ILO launched an AI Observatory last September, which monitors developments in regulation and social dialogue globally, positioning itself as an international knowledge hub on the subject. Ms Berg noted that AI primarily automates tasks, and depending on the extent of automation, jobs may either be eliminated or augmented. However, the impact of AI on employment is largely influenced by management decisions, specifically, how organisations choose to integrate new technologies and whether they implement policies to redeploy affected workers to other positions. She stressed that the way AI is managed is a matter of choice, reinforcing the importance of well-designed policies to steer the process in a fair and inclusive manner. She highlighted that clerical support occupations, predominantly held by women, are among the most affected by AI automation. While many jobs will undergo transformation, the way AI is introduced matters. Bottom-up approaches, where workers use AI tools to enhance their efficiency, can be beneficial. However, top-down implementation, dictated by management, can have mixed outcomes depending on how they are structured. It is essential to ensure that AI is deployed in a manner that maintains fair and ethical working conditions.
Ms Berg outlined how AI can significantly alter various aspects of work, including: the degree of control and autonomy workers have, the nature and content of tasks, the skills required for a role, the speed and intensity of work, and the interactions between employees, managers and colleagues. AI also plays a role in hiring and recruitment, influencing processes such as candidate screening and interview selection. Given these far-reaching implications, Ms Berg stressed the need for a strong regulatory framework, highlighting some key pillars: 1) red lines: clear provisions to ensure that AI use does not violate workers’ dignity or fundamental rights; 2) collective bargaining and participatory design – involving workers and their representatives in shaping AI integration in the workplace, ensuring AI is implemented in a fair and transparent manner. She concluded by applauding the opinion, as it effectively addresses these critical aspects of AI deployment.
Franca Salis Madinier expressed her appreciation for the extensive work carried out at the EESC in preparing this opinion. She emphasised that all statements and conclusions were based on verified facts, reliable sources, and six months of in-depth research. She referenced a recent study on the impact of AI in the workplace, conducted among 6300 employees in Sweden, Finland, and Norway. The findings revealed that algorithms and AI are increasingly being used in the workplace, including for employee monitoring, with notable implications for health and well-being. While AI has the potential to enhance equality, justice, and a fairer distribution of wealth, she stressed that such positive outcomes are not automatic. AI’s impact is not predetermined; it depends on how it is implemented and governed. For this reason, Ms Salis Madinier underscored the importance of cooperation between employers, workers and their representatives to ensure that AI is introduced transparently and fairly. Building AI together fosters trust, which is essential for addressing challenges and ensuring the smooth and responsible use of these technologies. She also highlighted that certain groups are particularly vulnerable to AI-driven changes, as identified by the OECD: seniors, women, low-skilled workers. These groups often face greater barriers to accessing training and upskilling opportunities, putting them at a higher risk of displacement. Finally, she emphasised that the objective behind AI deployment is critical in shaping its effects on the workforce. If the sole goal is cost-cutting and profit maximisation, there will likely be a trend toward replacing workers with machines. However, if the focus is on improving service quality and working conditions, AI can be used to complement human labour rather than replace it.
The following members intervened in the debate: Dovilė Juodkaitė (LT-III), Christa Schweng (AT-I), Cinzia del Rio (IT-II), Kęstutis Kupšys (LT-III), Sandra Parthie (DE-I), Elena-Alexandra Calistru (RO-III), Mariya Mincheva (BG-I), Jakob Krištof Počivavšek (SI-II), Mira Maria Danisman (FI-I), Miroslav Hajnoš (SK-II), Juliane Marie Neiiendam (DK-III) and Isabel Yglesias Julià (ES-I). The main points raised included: 
· There is significant regulatory fragmentation at present, and the lack of legal certainty fails to guarantee adequate safeguards for workers.
· Collective bargaining remains a powerful tool, but in many countries, its coverage is weak and fragmented, limiting its effectiveness in protecting workers’ rights in the context of AI deployment.
· It is essential to clarify the purpose of introducing AI in the workplace. If the goal is merely to enhance productivity, it is unclear whether this aligns with societal needs and workers’ expectations.
· Workers have growing concerns about surveillance, monitoring, and their future job prospects. There must be clear accountability: who will be in command of AI-driven decisions, and who will be held responsible if something goes wrong – the worker or the system?
· Currently, training opportunities are insufficient, and in some cases, the intensity of work is too high. This issue must be addressed, along with mental health concerns, to ensure a fair and sustainable AI-driven transition.
· Further investment and greater cohesion are needed, as basic digital infrastructure remains underdeveloped in parts of the EU. These issues should be incorporated into discussions on the multiannual financial framework (MFF).
· The impact of AI on people with disabilities must be considered, as they have fewer opportunities to benefit from AI tools and are less likely to be recruited into high-value jobs. Accessibility must be improved, and discrimination against people with disabilities must be prevented.
· Women are disproportionately represented in sectors with high potential for automation, where 60% of tasks could be automated. Additionally, AI algorithms trained on biased historical data continue to hinder women’s employment opportunities in IT and AI-related sectors.
· The EU cannot afford to fall behind in AI development or become overly dependent on non-EU actors. European AI must be developed in Europe, ensuring strategic autonomy. The ability to set global norms will only be feasible if the EU builds its own capacity in AI. Overregulation risks discouraging investment and hampering innovation.
· AI offers a unique opportunity to address innovation and productivity challenges. Its benefits extend to scientific advancements, increased workplace efficiency, and improved working conditions. The EU must harness AI’s full potential rather than hold back progress.
· With 116 legislative measures already in place, the priority should be effective implementation rather than introducing new, potentially burdensome regulations. There is a strong demand to place competitiveness at the forefront and adopt a more innovation-friendly regulatory approach that allows companies to grow and innovate.
· The European Commission should actively promote AI adoption rather than discourage its use.

Franca Salis Madinier responded by emphasising the importance of trust, non-discrimination against women and vulnerable groups, and the need for fair and inclusive AI deployment. She mentioned that we do not necessarily need new legislation but rather legislation should be adapted; a regulatory framework is not necessarily a negative aspect and can go hand in hand with giving a competitive advantage to the EU.

Janine Berg pointed out that managers need to have an understanding of AI when integrating it into their companies. She also called for AI that is trained using EU data and that respects EU values.

Katarzyna Nowakowska mentioned an event on AI that the Polish Presidency is organising in February in Gdańsk. 

Roxana Mînzatu responded by emphasising that competitiveness and the protection of rights are not mutually exclusive but can go hand in hand. She underlined the importance of digital inclusion, reskilling and upskilling, noting that these elements would be central to the upcoming Union of Skills initiative. Additionally, she stressed the need for targeted funding and investment through the MFF to support these objectives and ensure a fair digital transition.

Oliver Röpke expressed his sincere gratitude to the guest speakers and members for their insightful contributions to the debate. He concluded by emphasising several key takeaways.
First, he underscored the importance of anchoring AI policy within the principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights, ensuring that fair working conditions, strong social protection, and equal opportunities remain at the core of AI governance. Fairness, inclusion, and social cohesion must guide all efforts in shaping AI’s impact on society.

Second, he reiterated the need for human-centric AI, recalling that the EESC had been advocating for the ‘human in command’ principle since 2008. He welcomed the fact that this principle aligns with the priorities of the current European Commission, reaffirming the need to keep humans at the centre of AI decision-making.

Finally, he highlighted the value of collaboration, stressing that addressing AI-related challenges requires continuous dialogue, cooperation and shared responsibility across all sectors of society.

Mr Röpke expressed his appreciation to the European Commission and the Polish Presidency for consulting the EESC on artificial intelligence, as well as to the ILO for its excellent cooperation within the Global Coalition for Social Justice. He reaffirmed the EESC’s commitment to ongoing dialogue on AI, ensuring that social considerations remain a key part of its development and deployment.

_____________
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