
EC reflection on harnessing globalization needs 
more visible protection of workers and 
communities

(17 May 2017) The European Commission (EC) published a  ‘Reflection paper on 
harnessing globalization’, on the 10th of May. The paper aims to launch a debate on 
how the  European Union (EU) and its Member States can shape globalization in a 
way that anticipates the future and improves the lives of all Europeans. This new 
missive echoes the EC Communication ‘Trade for All’ published in October 2015 
which acknowledged that the benefits of trade are not shared fairly or evenly.  This 
new paper contributes to the current debate set out in the White Paper published 
on the 1st of March, on the Future of Europe.

EPSU General Secretary Jan Willem Goudriaan commented: ‘With many workers 
questioning the benefits of European integration and globalisation, this paper helps 
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with reflection on the role of the EU to realise a more just global society. We need to 
see more concrete actions to have real improvements for example in protecting 
trade union rights. And commitments not to do things that endanger that society. 
The EU should stop promoting PPPs through its development aid and policies for 
example’.  

Background

There are many statements in the paper that trade unions and civil society 
 welcome, not least that  ‘we should take forward efforts to improve social and 
labour standards and practices, in close cooperation with the International Labour 
Organisation, but also civil society, social partners and the private sector. In this 
context, collective bargaining systems should be promoted at global scale’.  The 
paper also makes the link with the UN Sustainable Development Goals(SDG) and 
with the upcoming new European Consensus on Development to be adopted next 
month.  As to the concrete measures the paper is rather vague.

A closer reading shows that the analysis underpinning the paper supports current 
policies.  There are many  snappy facts and figures to show the benefits of 
globalization;  In contrast citizens’ and workers’ concerns  are expressed as  doubts, 
fears, perceptions and challenges. 

Tax

The paper rightly notes:   ‘Moreover, large corporations can take advantage of 
loopholes in international rules and shift profits to low-tax jurisdictions rather than 
pay taxes where they produce and sell.  These strategies deprive EU governments 
of tax revenues and contribute to unfairness and the perception that global 
integration only benefits bigger companies and well-off citizens.’  This is more than 
a ‘ perception’ as at the same time funding public services is undermined by 
companies not paying their fair share in taxes. The EU Commission has calculated 
that close to a trillion Euros are not paid in taxes EACH year.  The EU should lead by 
example, and end tax havens and introduce Public Country by Country Reporting as 
demanded by EPSU.

Trade agreements and Investor Court System

The Commission admitted that trade agreements such as CETA concluded with 
Canada do not include provisions to counter this. On the contrary, CETA says that 
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bilateral tax deals take precedence. CETA  therefore will make it more difficult in 
future to ‘close the loopholes’ in international rules identified by the EC itself as a 
problem.  The paper might have admitted that CETA will strengthen ‘bigger 
companies’ by giving them their Investor Court System that will protects their rights 
more than anyone else’s.   

Global treaty to end impunity of MNCs and Not promoting Public Private 
Partnerships

Multinational companies get away with crimes as global institutions are weak 
compared to the deep pockets of such corporations. That is why EPSU and many 
others support the efforts to come to a Global Treaty to end the impunity of 
corporations. This is discussed in the United Nations Human Rights Council. It has 
set up an intergovernmental working group on transnational corporations and other 
business enterprises (IGWG).  The Commission does not make clear if it supports 
this and if it will ask Member States to define a supportive common position. The 
Commission can play a positive role. It can be negative as well, for example when it 
did not support the UN resolution on the Right to Water and Sanitation a Human 
Right.

We expect the Commission and Member States to stop supporting t policies that 
have a negative impact on global society. Earlier work on the paper on European 
Consensus on Development has shown that the Commission continues to promote 
Public-Private Partnerships despite well known problems. If you have good public 
administrations and governance you do not need PPPs. If you do not that have good 
administration stay away from PPPs.

Conclusion

The ‘proof of the pudding is of course in the eating,’  and  EPSU wants that we will 
not have ’business as usual’  but a real turnaround of policies that can  support the 
good intentions expressed.   Such a turnaround would mean ending austerity 
policies, modernizing EU tax rules to ensure that they are fair and progressive, 
 reversing privatization of public services, reducing  poverty and  precarious 
employment, and  increasing  public investment to tackle  climate change and 
address social needs. 
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