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Extraordinary Meeting of the Workers’ Group
26th November 2018

Digitalisation may be an opportunity, or a threat. It largely de-
pends on how it is dealt with by policymakers and society at 

large. For this purpose, researcher Anna Byhovskaya present-
ed the study on Work 4.0 and Trade Union involvement, commis-
sioned by the Workers’ Group, during the extraordinary meeting. 
The study defines and classifies the new forms of work and of-
fers a broad analysis of different Member State situations regard-
ing policies and social partner involvement. Continues on page 12. 
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plenary debate

On 13 December 2018, the plenary welcomed Mr Frans 
Timmermans, First Vice-President of the European Com-
mission and European Commissioner for Better Regula-
tion, Interinstitutional Relations, the Rule of Law and the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights, for a debate on the issues 
of the rule of law and the transition to a sustainable Eu-
rope.
 
The members of the Workers’ Group took note of Mr Timmer-
mans’ criticism of certain States in the EU that were showing 
autocratic tendencies and using democracy as a pretext to 
limit the rule of law 
and human rights. 

Gabriele Bischoff, 
President of the 
Workers’ Group, 
condemned the 
two laws that had 
recently been 
passed in Hungary 
despite the popu-
lar outcry against them, describing them as attacks against 
workers’ rights and the independence of the judiciary which 
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destabilised 
the pillars of 
d e m o c r a c y 
and the rule 
of law. Europe 
had a duty to 
react against 
the under-
mining of its 
fundamental 
values. In-
deed, losing 
ground as re-
gards those 

values would push it backwards in history to places it could 
not afford to revisit and would lead to the failure of the EU. 

Ms Bischoff also expressed her appreciation to Mr Timmer-
mans for addressing the social sustainability of societies. 
She emphasised that for the Workers’ Group, delivering on 
the UN Sustainable Development Goal to reduce inequalities 
(SDG 10) is crucial. In the EU, inequalities within and among 
countries were growing and, in recent years, European citi-
zens had not seen any positive convergence that would make 
a concrete difference to their lives. Instead, austerity driven 
policies had led to increased income inequalities and it was 
now urgent for the European Commission to act. Ms Bischoff 
told the Commissioner that the Committee had already done 
some important work on addressing this issue and was cur-
rently working on a new opinion on a European Framework 
Directive on a Minimum Income. 
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Workers’ Group mem-
ber José Antonio More-
no Díaz, wondered what 
the prospects could be 
for the future of Europe, 
when governments 
started to question de-
mocracy, the rule of law 
and fundamental rights 
while blatantly attacking 
civil society for trying to 
defend these values. He 
stressed that civil soci-
ety needed proactive 

support from the Commission and called for a solid commit-
ment to civil society organisations. Mr Moreno Díaz conclud-
ed his speech by mentioning that the EESC had set up a Group 
on Fundamental Rights and the Rule of Law of which he was 
the President, to monitor the state of fundamental rights, de-
mocracy and rule of law in the Member States. 

Rudy De Leeuw, rapporteur of the EESC opinion on the cli-
mate-finance pact and President of the European Trade Union 
Confederation, 
pointed out that 
while climate 
change was one 
of the biggest 
threats to hu-
mankind, it also 
entailed oppor-
tunities resulting 
from the need to 
direct Europe to-
wards a sustain-
able model that 
provided new 
quality jobs. In this sense, it was vital to ensure a proper so-
cial transition and Mr De Leeuw called upon the European 
Commission to commit to putting an end to existing inequal-
ities and ensuring the respect of social and labour rights to 
avoid the emergence of new ones. 
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Mr De Leeuw expressed concern about how the Commission 
would realise a fair, social transition in the face of “slave laws” 
such as the recent one in Hungary that allowed employers to 
increase the amount of overtime they could ask workers to 
work or its bill to increase governmental control of the court 
system, both of which were unacceptable. 

Peter Schmidt, President of the EESC’s Sustainable Develop-
ment Observatory, re-
gretted the fact that the 
EU institutions did not 
push forward concrete 
measures to achieve 
sustainable develop-
ment. He called the 
Commission to devel-
op the long-due over-
arching strategy for a 
sustainable future for 
Europe insisting on the 
need to involve civil so-
ciety in the process if 
this strategy was going 
to be a success. He concluded by wondering if the EU was 
going to play the leading role it had announced in this field, 
stressing that civil society was expecting and prepared for 
that. 
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Opinions
The cost of non-immigration 

What is the cost of not having mi-
gration? Usually portrayed as a prob-
lem, migration has been an integral 
part of human society since its very 
beginning and has contributed in 
many ways to cultural formation and 
exchange, and economic develop-
ment. Current demographic, social 
and labour trends in Europe indicate 
that a non-migration scenario would 
suppose an economic disaster in vi-
tal sectors such as agriculture, care 

or construction in most countries, together with a severe lack of 
skilled workforce across the whole labour market. This, without 
even considering the ideological background and political and so-
cial consequences of a political entity with these policies in force: 
racism, xenophobia, free speech suppression, discrimination of 
minorities, etc. 

LEARN MORE

Preventing the dissemination of terrorist content online
 
Internet, and particularly social media, have played a major role 
as vehicles for the spreading of terrorist content. This proposal 
attempts to tackle the issue by defining clear rules of action for 
host and content providers when they are asked to remove ter-
rorist content by the competent authorities. However, freedom 
must not be the victim of security: the Workers’ Group consid-
ers the current definitions of terrorism and terrorist activities as 
vague and demands more guarantees and stronger safeguards to 
ensure that this tool is not misused and that freedom of expres-
sion is protected.

LEARN MORE

josé 
antonio
moreno
díaz



8

Multilateral Investment Court 

More than 3200 trade and investment treaties since 1970 in-
clude an Investor-State Dispute Settlement. The results of these 
mechanisms have been questioned in terms of legitimacy, con-
sistency, and transparency. From the 
Workers’ Group perspective, the Com-
mission proposal for a Multilateral In-
vestment Court is a step in the right 
direction to ensure that the right of 
States to regulate in the public inter-
est is not undermined and that social 
and environmental standards are not 
jeopardised by Free Trade Agreements.

LEARN MORE

Minimum Level of Training of Seafarers

There is a need to further invest in the European maritime skills 
to sustain the competitiveness of European shipping hence cre-
ating the prospect of high-skilled jobs and enhancing the at-
tractiveness of the seafaring profession in the EU, especially as 
regards women and young people. Above all, it is important to 
develop future-proof learning packages that focus particularly 
on training on quality management and green and digital skills.

LEARN MORE

European Globalisation Adjustment Fund
 
The European Globalisation Adjustment 
Fund was first set up to promote the re-
turn to employment of workers in fields, 
regions or labour markets suffering from 
the shocks of serious economic disrup-
tion but its scope has been widened to 
cover workers who lost their jobs as a re-
sult of the global financial and economic 
crisis. As Europe’s main tool to show soli-
darity with those harmed by crises, we call for it to become a per-
manent tool helping workers face the challenges of the 21st cen-
tury, particularly the substantial changes in employment caused 
by the development of digitalisation and artificial intelligence and 
the transition to a carbon-free economy.
LEARN MORE
 

pierre
Gendre

tanja
buzek
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EURATOM Research and training programme 2021-2025
 
We welcome key innovative aspects in-
troduced in the programme that aim at 
the development of research for the de-
commissioning and environmental re-
mediation of nuclear power stations and 
for enhancing protection from exposure 
to ionising radiation (widely used in the 
medical sector). Furthermore, the pro-
posed education and training actions are 

essential to attract a higher number of much needed European re-
searchers in the sector. As regards the UK’s exit from the Euratom 
programme, the Workers’ Group insists that it should be managed 
with the utmost care particularly as regards the social impact on 
workers.

LEARN MORE

Sustainable inclusive bio-economy - new opportunities for Eu-
ropean economy

 
The bioeconomy involves the production 
of renewable biological resources and their 
conversion into food, bio-based products and 
bioenergy. As such, it is environment-friend-
ly, calls for investments in very innovative 
projects and involves a large number of 
sectors such as the manufacturing industry, 
constructions, food industry, the energy sec-
tor, etc. The bioeconomy can therefore play 
a key role in European competitiveness and 
unlocking the potential of a sustainable bio-
economy could lead to creating new jobs. 

Ensuring the continued development and adaptation of individ-
uals’ skills over their lifetimes is therefore of utmost importance. 

LEARN MORE

giulia
barbucci

estelle
brentnall
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European Maritime and Fisheries Fund
 
Fishing provides 150,000 direct jobs and 
more than 700,000 throughout the value 
chain. However, the fleet is growing old 
(+20 years in most cases) and Europe-
an fishers face competition from abroad, 
where fishing is managed in a less sustain-
able way and with worse working condi-
tions. Therefore, the Workers’ Group calls 
for a prioritisation of the social dimension with social dialogue, to 
ensure the survival and generational renewal of the sector.
LEARN MORE

Fisheries Control
 
Social, environmental, and economic 
sustainability must be the top priority for 
the fisheries sector. The Workers’ Group 
welcomes for the most part a reform in 
legislation that improves fisheries con-
trol, including the role of digitalisation. 
However, we strongly oppose the com-
pulsory installation of CCTV systems on 
board, and special attention should be 
paid to catches in third countries: the worst labour and environ-
mental violations happen in such contexts and they still manage 
to reach European tables with ease.
LEARN MORE
 

European Defence Fund
 
The EU is facing complex security challeng-
es both internally and in its neighbourhood 
as well as emerging risks like cyberattacks, 
which no Member State can address on its 
own. It is therefore urgent for the EU to 
foster its common defence mechanisms 
for the sake of strategic autonomy, which 
involves the need for greater cooperation 
on defence spending. We thus welcome 
the establishment of the European De-
fence Fund that would help Member States develop and acquire 
key strategic defence capabilities more quickly, jointly and in a 
more cost effective way.
LEARN MORE

eric
brune

brian
curtis

emilio
fatovic
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Europe’s woodworking competitiveness factors
 
The wood industry can play a decisive 
role in tackling climate change and offers 
an enormous potential for carbon cap-
ture. Therefore, we welcome any strate-
gies that aim at optimizing the economic 
potential of the wood industry, thus con-
tributing to a smart, innovative and sus-
tainable industry. Furthermore, bearing 
in mind the crucial role of forests for the 

EU’s woodworking sector, we call for measures to address the lack 
of skilled workers in forestry.

LEARN MORE

Retail sector
 In 2016, 33 399 447 people were em-
ployed in retail, which shows the eco-
nomic and social importance of the sec-
tor for society as a whole. In line with the 
European pillar of social rights, we under-
line the need to guarantee fair remuner-
ation and quality of work to all workers in 
the sector, whether online or offline, and 
draw attention, in particular, to the labour 
contracts of thousands working for on-

line businesses that are still not covered by collective bargaining.

LEARN MORE

MFF and Nuclear Decommissioning and Radioactive Waste

Proper radioactive waste management is 
fundamental, and the EESC supports the 
Commission proposal to keep funding 
the treatment of waste and decommis-
sioning in specific plants in Bulgaria, Slo-
vakia and Lithuania. Nevertheless, from 
the Workers’ Group, emphasis must be 
put on proper training and radiation pro-
tection for the workers involved in the 

process and we will continue monitoring these important issues.
LEARN MORE

marian
krzaklewski

gerardo
larghi

rudy de
leeuw
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The Workers’ perspective on EU 
global strategy was introduced 

by group president Gabriele Bis-
choff, on the crucial situation the EU 
finds itself, and ETUC Secretary Gen-
eral Luca Visentini, on how defence 
and security were occupying more 
and more space. The EU should be 
pursuing enlargement with a clear 
social dimension, and using the So-
cial Pillar to be a standard setter.

Hervé Delphin, from the European 
External Action Service, explained 
the concept of ‘participatory diplo-
macy’ in detail and how important 
are social actors for it to happen.

Giuseppe Iuliano, member of 
the Workers’ Group and CISL, fol-
lowed that thought through the 
historical and future role of Trade 
Unions helping fellow mem-

bers by bypassing dictatorial re-
gimes, currently and in the past.
An interesting debate with our 
members followed, rethinking 
the roots of populism and the so-
cial causes behind, the redistri-
bution of wealth and the possi-
ble alliance of democratic forces.

Trade Unions’ information net-
works were also discussed during 
the meeting, with Frédéric Tur-
lan explaining the role of IR 
share: facilitating exchange on 
what is happening at the EU lev-
el, in all the languages, related 
to social issues, and particular-
ly on the European work councils.

Julian Scola, head of ETUC com-
munication, explained their over-
all communication effort and 
strategy, as well as coordination 

EXTRAORDINARY MEETING 
OF THE WORKERS’ GROUP
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The afternoon session was de-
voted to the presentation of 

the study ‘Overview of the Na-
tional Strategies on Work 4.0’ by 
its author, Anna Byhovskaya.

Mrs. Byhovskaya gave an over-
view on what is the digital trans-
formation about, what dimensions 
it includes, and the implications 
for jobs and working conditions. 
Platform economy, new forms of 
work, robots: can it all be an op-
portunity? The study outlines how 
the Trade Unions can steer this 
transformation, and what is being 
done at the national level in this 
sense, giving 4 main conclusions:

• Ensure that regulation remains fit 
for purpose. 
• Promote collective bargaining and 
social dialogue.
• Take a worker-centred approach 
to innovation. 
• Adopt a strong gender dimension.

Thiebaut Weber, ETUC Confeder-
al Secretary, joined the discussion 
insisting on the importance for 
Trade Unions to adapt to business 
models such as Amazon (where 
they are not a monopoly, but the 
marketplace itself), and to the 
new social situation in Europe that 
arises from growing nationalism.

Lieve Verboven, from the Interna-

tional Labour Organisation, high-
lighted one of the main issues of 
platform economy: out of each 
hour worked, 20 minutes are un-
paid, on average. Identifying work-
ers properly is fundamental to en-
sure that regulation is effective.

The contributions were closed 
with Workers’ Group and Eurocad-
res member Franca Salis-Madinier 
analysing the suggested methods 
and proposing others to prevent 
digitalisation from creating losers. 
Humans, she said, must be truly at 
the centre of the process and this 
is not just a slogan but a necessity.

Gabriele Bischoff expressed the 
position of the Workers’ Group 
and outlined the situation of the 
European Union and the historic 
moment we are living: much is at 
stake in the coming EP Elections. 
The speed of change had jeop-
ardised peace and stability, two of 
the EU foundations. But decisive ac-
tion was needed from the EU, more 
than ever, to set fair standards and 
make a fair globalisation possible.

Find more information at https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/
digital-transformation-and-trade-unions-strategy

Study https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/over-
view-national-strategies-work-40-coherent-analysis-role-social-partners-study
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EU long-term budget: Javi-
er Doz Orrit, EESC Workers’ 

Group Rapporteur on the Multian-
nual Financial Framework asks for 
a more ambitious budget, shar-
ing European Parliament’s position.  

• The EU will not be able to face the 
upcoming economic, social, envi-
ronmental, and political 
challenges with the 
proposed alloca-
tion of resources.

• Cohesion and 
Common Agricul-
tural Policy (CAP) 
funding should 
be maintained, 
not reduced, 
during the next 
budgetary period.

• The EU must increase 
its own resources, includ-
ing taxes on financial transac-
tions, and on digital multinationals.

• After the debate in the Europe-
an Parliament and in the face of 
the vote on the parliamentary po-
sition on the budget of the Euro-
pean Union, Javier Doz Orrit, EESC 
rapporteur for the opinion on bud-

get, highlights the fundamental 
points to take into account, from 
the Workers’ Group perspective.

The proposal of the European Com-
mission for the Multiannual Financial 
Framework (MFF) 2021-2027 is an ob-
vious setback in the resources of which 
the EU would dispose in order to face 

present and future challeng-
es. The EU, which should 

lead the implementa-
tion of the Sustainable 
Development Goals 
and the fight against 
climate change, will 
not be able to do so 
with the proposed 

budgetary scheme.

The Commission pro-
poses to lower the current 

1.16% to 1.11% of the European 
Gross National Income (GNI) financing. 
With these resources, it will not be able 
to carry out fundamental policies to 
ensure ‘fair transitions’ towards a sus-
tainable economic and social model, 
nor to contribute to the development 
and application -by the Member States- 
of the European Pillar of Social Rights.

European Union Budget
2021-2027
Press Release
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The EESC, together with the European Parliament, demands instead 
that 1.3% of European GNI should be achieved, rejecting the pro-

posed cuts of 10% (cohesion) and 15% (PAC) by the Commission. The 
EU needs to increase its own resources, through taxes such as corpora-
tion tax, non-recycled plastics, and others not provided for by the com-
mission, such as tax on financial transactions and on digital multinationals.

The EESC opinion also supports Parliament’s proposal to increase funding for 
research and innovation, and agrees with the Commission to cut back on EU 
financial transfers to States that violate democratic principles and the rule of 
law. It is essential to highlight that the EESC opinion has been adopted with 
the vast majority of social stakeholders, trade unions, employers and civ-
il society, and joins the majority of the European Parliament and the Commit-
tee of the Regions in a proposal with the widest representation at all levels.

Learn more at https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/
news/press-release-eu-long-term-budget-javier-doz-orrit-
eesc-workers-group-rapporteur-multiannual-financial-frame-
work-asks

Source: European Commission
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Delegations of Trade Unionists from Austria (above) and Bulgaria (Be-
low) visited the EESC in November, where Oliver Röpke, Judith Vorbach, 

Tanja Buzek, Isabel Caño, Veselin Mitov and Ivan Kokalov explained the 
role of the Committee and the work of Trade Unionists in it. The delega-
tions also visited the European Parliament, where they met with MEPs Reg-
ner (Austrians) and Malinov and Pirinski (Bulgarians). The delegations also 
had a debate on the Group’s priorities with President Gabriele Bischoff.

Trade Union delegations 
from Austria and Bulgaria


