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Ladies and Gentlemen, 
Colleagues, 
 
It is with great pleasure that I welcome you all today on behalf of the EESC to the jubilee conference 
on 20 years of European social dialogue. 
 
I firmly believe that European social dialogue and the European social model are inseparable from one 
another. 
 
In spite of the variety of social policies in Europe, social partnership remains a key factor of that 
European social model.  
 
The principles of partnership and co-determination form the basis for a balance between the market 
economy and social solidarity, competitiveness in the face of constant economic change and social 
cohesion, flexibility and security, growth and fair distribution, productivity and social protection.  
 
The role of social partners at national, sectoral and European level was decisive in shaping this model.  
 
Its continued existence in the face of the challenges of globalisation will to a large extent depend on 
cooperation between the social partners. 
 
An outstanding feature of social partnership in its European form is the joint mission of employers’ 
organisations and trade unions. 
 
Set against their conflicting lobbying interests, they bear a shared responsibility for the public good. 
 
Their role thus extends far beyond the negotiation of collective agreements; they make an important 
contribution to determining the environment for employment, competitiveness and income 
distribution. 
 
It is thus for good reason that the European spring summit once again highlighted the role of the 
European social partners in the European model of society underlying the Lisbon strategy. 
 
At national level, social pacts between the social partners and public authorities increasingly play a 
stabilising role in economic, structural and technological change.  
 
At European level, this process was significantly speeded up by the first Val Duchesse summit in 
1985.  
 
Today I am especially pleased to welcome so many key people who helped shape further 
developments at that first meeting. 
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In their initial phase, the Val Duchesse discussions played a pioneering role in involving the social 
partners in key questions of European economic strategy, the completion of the internal market, and 
the preparation for monetary union. 
 
The Social Protocol formalised these consultative rights for the first time.  
 
The idea of letting the affected parties find solutions by negotiation and mutual agreement, as an 
alternative to traditional legislation, proved to be forward-looking.  
 
It was used very successfully in a number of well-known cases and thus provided a very successful 
example of applied subsidiarity. 
 
Today’s conference will shed light both on the successes of social dialogue and on its limits.  
 
The fundamental question here is under what conditions this type of regulatory mechanism can 
complement traditional legislation and, conversely, under what circumstances it can make things more 
difficult. 
 
Self-regulation is a concept whose attractiveness increases precisely at a time when the forest of red 
tape is getting ever thicker. 
 
Social dialogue is thus a particularly widespread form of participatory democracy at European level – 
a concept that is only now, through the Constitutional Treaty, being given formal status. 
 
This also demonstrates the visionary process that was launched by the first meeting in Val Duchesse. 
 
The Constitutional Treaty rightly affirms social dialogue’s significance in enriching the democratic 
life of the Union. 
 
Whereas it was once a reactive concept that was dependent on Commission initiatives, social dialogue 
has thus become a model of proactive stakeholder involvement in its own right. 
 
Its continued future existence will depend on its credibility in representation and its effective problem-
solving capacity. 
 
I am therefore very much looking forward to today’s discussion on these issues. 
 
The EESC, as the institutional expression of civil dialogue at European level, deliberately maintains a 
clear separation from social dialogue. 
 
Nonetheless, the development of social dialogue is important to our committee. 
 
The European social model is traditionally and unequivocally supported by the EESC. 
 



- 3 - 

  

We therefore offer any form of civil society cooperation and partnership that can help to bring Europe 
closer to the citizen. 
 
The roles of civil and social dialogue are different, but they can strengthen each other. 
 
In particular, I believe that the tasks under the Lisbon strategy, which I have already mentioned, 
provide significant opportunities for joint efforts. 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
Colleagues, 
 
This afternoon is devoted to issues concerning the future. Our task is to look forward and, in doing so, 
to keep our horizons as broad as possible.  
 
I therefore very much hope that these discussions will shed light on all the various facets of social and 
civil dialogue in their different manifestations: firstly as independent and complementary methods of 
social engagement in Europe, and secondly as exciting and dynamic expressions of participatory 
democracy, which in a very transparent way build a bridge from the citizen to the European decision-
making process. 
 
After all, only this bottom-up approach can really cause people to identify with the joint European 
project. 
 
Social dialogue is a shining example of living European reality – it has an impressive past, and I wish 
it a successful future. 
 
I believe that all of us in this room share that wish, and I thus declare this conference open – I am sure 
that your discussions will be lively, interesting and fruitful.  
 

_____________ 
 


