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(1) Introduction  
 
1. The European Commission in its Communication on the 2010 report on social protection 

and social inclusion recognizes the importance of social services and notes, “Not all 
Member States have the financial means to meet rising demand and some have large 
gaps in their safety nets.  Narrowing these gaps is now a priority.”     

 
2. However, are the gaps narrowing? Social services are confronted today with a double 

challenge: the worst crisis since the 1030s and the ongoing policy emphasis on the 
Internal Market by the European institutions. The public sector has become the main 
target to compensate for the budget deficits generated by the financial bail-outs for 
defaulting banks. Priority is given to  budget consolidation through reductions in public 
spending1 rather than through tax collection. The result is a lack of services that seriously 
jeopardizes social justice and social inclusion. This runs counter to the European 
Commission’s stated aim of “narrowing these gaps.”   

 
3. As noted in the latest  report from the European Commission on taxation trends: 

“Similarly to the trend recorded for the PIT (personal income tax), since the second half of 
the 1990s, corporate income tax (CIT) rates in Europe have been cut forcefully, from a 
35.3% average in 1995 to 23.2% now. Unlike the case of the PIT, this trend has not been 
interrupted by the financial crisis, on the contrary a few Member States introduced further 
cuts in 2010 (the Czech Republic, Greece, Lithuania, Hungary, Slovenia) and none 
increased them.” 2 

 
4. In effect, EU policy on social services, and public services in general, has been driven  by 

two issues: first, Internal Market questions about the application – or not – of competition 
policy to public service providers; and second, financial concerns about levels of public

                                                 

1 For example, the EC Communication on Dealing with the impact of an ageing population in the EU 
COM (2009) 180/4 (pp.6, 10) says “Once out of the crisis, the long-term prospects will also depend on 
the degree of determination for a swift return to sound public finances….  The recession must, 
therefore, not lead to an interruption of the reforms of pension, healthcare and long-term care 
systems... Reforms of social expenditure programme…would greatly help enhance the sustainability 
and quality of public finances  while ensuring the budgets support macro-economic stability….”  
2 
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/taxation/gen_info/economic_analysis/tax_structures/index_en.ht
m  
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spending. These have overshadowed questions about how to develop high quality  services 
to the benefit of all citizens.   

 
5. The EPSU position paper on ‘social services of general interest’ (SSGI) drawn up in 

response to the 2006 Communication from the European Commission3  reiterates our 
support for the development of high quality social services  throughout Europe, available to 
all on the basis of need and collectively organized and financed. We emphasise that social 
services are public services and that they ensure the development of a cohesive and fair 
society.    

 
 
(2) Current EU policy developments on SSGI 
 
6. The main policy development regarding social services at EU level concerns the drafting by  

the Social Protection Committee (SPC)4 of  a voluntary quality framework for “defining, 
assuring, improving and evaluating the quality of social services .”5  We are still waiting for 
the final text but the aim of the quality framework is to build support by governments (at all 
levels) and social service providers (public, not-for-profit, and other private 
organisations/companies ) of universal, high quality social services.6 The framework does not 
however say very much about funding, and it is not clear how it will be applied if agreed. 

 
7. In the European Parliament, Poinsias de Rossa MEP will prepare an ‘own initiative report  on 

SSGI.  A first draft will be ready by March 2011. This report will influence the direction that 
the European Commission and Council will take in future policy on SSGI.     

 
8. Also, a “common quality framework (CQF) for social services of general interest” has been 

developed in the framework of the EU standardization process. Attached you will find the 
agreed text in English and French. As not all the members of the working group that drew up 
the text agreed with the final version, the text does not have the status of a CEN workshop 
agreement (CWA), but can be used voluntarily by those that support it. 

 
 
(3) Common principles and objectives for quality social services  
 
9. The draft text of the quality framework from the Social Protection Committee stresses that 

universal objectives and principles that are fundamental to the organisation of social 
services, and that these services  “play a preventive and socially cohesive role, which is 
addressed to the whole population, independently of wealth or income.”  The objectives and 
principles relate both to the characteristics of the service provided (availability, affordability, 
continuity) and to quality criteria, including: 

                                                 

3 See http://www.epsu.org/a/2436 
4 For work of the Social Protection Committee and list of members see 
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=758&langId=en.   
5 This will be discussed at a conference organised by the Belgian Presidency in October 2010. 
6 To note, the voluntary quality framework is complemented by the “common quality framework (CQF) for 
social services of general interest” (June 2010) proposed as a CEN workshop agreement (CWA).  
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• respect for users’ rights (abuse of vulnerable users should be prevented) 

• participation and empowerment of service users  (periodic review of users’ satisfaction) 

• partnership (active involvement of all stakeholders) 

• good governance (regular independent review of procedures, outcomes…) 

• human and physical capital (respect for decent work principles, social dialogue, skills..) 

• adequate physical infrastructure (“Design for All”) 
 
We support these and would add a reference also to respect for workers’ rights.  

 
 
(4) Definitions and concepts  
 
10. The draft quality framework does not clarify what is meant by “social services .” At EU level 

different terms are used simultaneously, for example “social services”, “social services of 
general interest (SSGI),” “social services and public services .” Education and healthcare are 
sometimes included as being part of social services, and sometimes not; obvious social 
services (e.g., community services) are often not referred to at all.  

 
11. While flexible definitions are important to preserve local realities and changing 

circumstances, a common understanding of what we are talking about is important to 
develop concrete strategies to improve particular social services . 

 
12. In our view “social services ” covers at least the following services: 

• Care services  

o Healthcare services – e.g. primary care, hospitals, specialists, paramedics, 
pharmacists, rehabilitation centres  

o Long-term care for elderly, mentally ill or disabled people 

o Medical and non-medical care services provided in peoples’ homes 

• Support and protection services – e.g. child protection, family support, support for 
homeless people, drug abusers, refugees and asylum seekers  

• Community services, e.g. youth work, neighbourhood facilities, sport and cultural facilities 

• Childcare services (pre-school care, outside school hours…) 

• Social protection schemes, both statutory and supplementary 

• Employment services (including also many trade union services provided to workers, e.g. 
relating to problems of  discrimination or harassment at work) 

• Training and education services 

• Social housing 
 
13. As the dividing lines between different services are blurred, strategies must be coherent and 

overlapping. This would avoid the risk that the quality framework becomes a “pick and 
chose” basket of policies. 
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(5) Quality of employment in social services = Quality of services 
 
14. The draft quality framework recognises the importance of achieving good employment 

conditions, an objective shared by social services providers7 as well as trade unions.  
Unfortunately, employment conditions in social services can be poor.   A trade union list of 
‘typical’ problems in private care homes and homecare agencies in the UK, for example,  
includes: 

• Below minimum wage payments to third-country nationals 

• Minimum training for new staff  

• Use of untrained temporary agency workers 

• Breaches of working time regulations  

• Below minimum levels of staffing, particularly at night 

• Avoidance of paying normal hourly rates to staff ‘on call’ at night8  
 
15. Improving the quality of work must therefore be a high priority for the quality framework.  

Volunteers play an important role in social services in many countries  but they should not (as 
the CEN CQF text proposes) be seen as a sub-category of “staff”. In order for the quality 
framework to be a catalyst for “defining, assuring, improving and evaluating the quality of 
social services”  strategies must be put in place to ensure that social services are delivered 
by professional, motivated and accountable workers, alongside which volunteers can play 
their full role.  These strategies must take into account the different national employment 
models9 while aiming for a coherent development of social services across Europe.  

 
16. One common factor across all countries is the importance of stable employment 

relationships for the quality of services provided. 10  Gender is also an important factor.11 
 

                                                 

7 For example:the “9 principles to achieve quality social and health services ” drawn up by the Social 
Platform in September 2008 explicitly calls for “…skilled professionals working under good employment 
and working conditions”  and the principles drawn up by Eurodiaconia “Principles for quality diaconal 
social services ” mention that “staff are guaranteed fair wages, flexible and respectable working hours and 
conditions.” 
8 UNISON report 2008 cited above 
9See Simonazzi A. (2008) Care regimes and national employment models Cambridge Journal of 
Economics pp.1-22, which describes how national employment models shape the care labour market. 
10According to the European Foundation's (2006) report on employment in the social care sector, 
improving the quantity and quality of care is difficult because of low pay and high turnover in the sector: 
"Low pay, low status, and high rates of turnover and burnout make it difficult to attract workers to the care 
sector and to keep them in their jobs. Meanwhile, given the enormous change in the structure and role of 
the family, demand for formal care services is on the increase: care work traditionally performed in the 
home must now be undertaken by the community". The gender dimension is self-evident. In the European 
Union, at least 80% of employees in the health and care sector are women. Many of them are migrants 
which brings the question of ethnic discrimination to the fore 
11 See for example EPSU report “childcare services in Europe – an expanding public service”  
(forthcoming) and “ and  “pay and gender wage gap in health and social care” http://www.epsu.org/a/6271 
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17. Frequent turnover of staff can be very distressing, for example, to childcare and eldercare 
users. The high level of migrant workers in some countries gives rise to specific issues of 
planning and stability of employment, as well as non-discrimination and integration. Planning 
is key, also to avoid the over-supply of services.12  

 
 
6) EPSU demands to strengthen EU quality framework(s) on social services    
 
18. We think that the debate regarding EU policy on social services should be placed in the 

context of a stronger European agenda for social services and other public services, 
reflecting the aspirations of the Protocol on Services of General Interest (SGI) and a 
renewed commitment to the double aim of the EU, which is at once economic and social.13   

 
19. EU policy should aim to: 
 

1. Build consensus for maintaining and strengthening the public (collective) funding basis 
for social services, not least because it is an essential part of the EU social model, and 
there is clearly popular support for this.14 Research shows that the extent to which a 
government delivers services transparently, or corruptly, has the biggest impact on the 
quality of public services.15 Governments at all levels need to take responsibility for 
ensuring that citizens receive quality public services.   

 
2. Develop clear objectives and targets for developing collectively-funded  social services in 

Europe, supported by a range of instruments including the Open Method of Coordination 
(OMC)16  and the European Structural Funds (ESF).   

 
3. Recognise the contribution of “in-house” and public sector provision of social services. 

Publicly provided care homes and care services for example play a key role in 
guaranteeing service continuity and stability, as well as providing a basis for innovation 
and standard-setting.  Citizens should be able to  ‘choose’ for public sector  provision and 
we disagree strongly that, “where competition in a market is not the best option, open 
public procurement procedures may be a good way of ensuring that public services are 

                                                 

12 As such we tend to disagree  with the authors of the EU “Investing in the future of jobs and skills” report 
for the health and social services sector, who conclude “solutions to future skills needs should therefore 
be flexible, smart, and encompassing enough to address the differences between the various scenario 
outcomes, not knowing what real future will eventually emerge.” (page 110)    
13 Defrenne-II, case 43/75, explained in “Blurring boundaries: from the Danish Welfare State to the 
European Social Model?” Ulla Neergaars & Ruth Nielsen 
14 For example, see recent  report from the UK Caring Choices Consortium  ‘The Future of Care Funding: 
time for change’ 2008, which found overwhelming support for more money being spent on long -term 
social care  
15 Eurofound 2010  “Evaluating the quality of society and public services” page 17 
16 See Social Platform “5 recommendations for an effective Open Method of Coordination in social 
protection and social inclusion”. June 2009 
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provided efficiently”17. There are many problems with public contracting in social 
services,18 not least because of a lack of a social dimension to public procurement.19   

4. Encourage cooperation between the public and not-for profit sector, built on trust and 
mutual cooperation, not competition.20  The development of a European status specific to 
social services providers, whereby social service providers commit to a set of specific 
requirements, going beyond the  “requirements for service providers” set out in the CEN 
CQF proposal (pages 18) could help achieve such cooperation. The specific status could 
include,: 

• The commitment that any financial gain is reinvested into the service, in order to 
preserve the collective-basis of the service  

• Provisions on transparency, democratic control and accountability in service 
provision  

• Minimum requirements on ‘quality of work’ (e.g., wages, working conditions, training) 

Service providers who adhere to the specified requirements should be seen as “in-
house” providers of social services for the purposes of procurement rules. 

 
5. Lead to each Member State (and EU neighbouring countries)  making accurate and 

realistic projections of the growth in the workforce that will be needed in different areas of 
social services (and especially eldercare services) and design ‘action plans’ setting out 
how this is going to be achieved. The plans should encourage the social partners and 
public authorities to promote professionalisation of the social services workforce.   
Consistency in the quality of social services will only be achieved if there are enough 
workers and they have access to the training, development and qualifications 21 they 
need. Volunteers cannot substitute for a professional workforce; low pay must be 
addressed; migrants’ right must be respected; collective bargaining and social dialogue 
must be developed, The action plans should integrate the 10 indicators developed by the 
Commission and Council22 on ‘quality of work’. Guidelines could be developed on the 
appropriate use of volunteers. 

                                                 

17 Speech by Joaquin Almunia 22 November 2007.  The Informal Network of Social Services Providers 
(INSS) in their report “Impact of EU legislation on social services” (June 2010), noted” public tendering 
often has a negative impact on innovation, in that tendering tends to drive services providers towards 
traditional service models. “The report also notes that within a competitive tendering system, non-for -profit 
social service providers often innovate, only to see their innovation used by other providers.  
18 And see Informal network of social services providers (INSSP) report on “Impact of EU legislation on 
social services” http://cms.horus.be/files/99931/MediaArchive/INSSP-Seminar-Report-Revised-Final-
02.06.10.pdf 
19 See EP report from Heide Rühle ‘new developments on public procurement’ 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&reference=A7-2010-0151&language=EN 
20 The UNISON 2008 ‘submission to the national debate on care and support’ describes the decline in 
local authority care homes and increased risk to care users through the instability of the growing private 
market. 
21 Very high level of skills are needed in specific areas (e.g., dementia, end of life care, mental health)   
22 The 10 dimensions/indicators are: Intrinsic job quality (includes pay level indicators); Skills, training; 
Gender equality; Health and safety; Flexibility and security; Access to labour market; Work organisation 
and work-life balance; Social dialogue and worker involvement (includes the percentage of employees 
covered by collective agreements); Non discrimination; Overall work performance.  
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6. Be accompanied by the development (in parallel) of specific sectoral policies on 

improving access and quality of specific social services, e.g. on childcare (building also 
on the Childcare Recommendation), housing, long-term care for disabled and elderly, 
mental health. As a first priority we propose that the EU should develop a comprehensive 
policy on eldercare – in a similar way as id did on childcare.  

 
7. Be supported by an independent observatory23 on social services, with the remit to help  

Member States (and local governments) improve the quality and access to social 
services; to evaluate progress on the quality framework; and to provide a forum for 
sharing and disseminating expertise.  

 
   

                                                 

23  The ETUC and EPSU both have both supported the idea of an observatory on public services; and 
there have been a number of related proposals e.g., on employment in healthcare (see EC  The EC 
Green Paper http://ec.europa.eu/health/ph_systems/docs/workforce_gp_en.pdf ) 


