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Over the past decade, transnational corporations (TNCs) operating in the energy sector have become 
increasingly active across borders in multiple European countries. As a result, employee 
representation in European energy companies has become more multi-national, evidenced by the 
rising number of active European Works Councils (EWCs) in the sector. At the same time, the 
concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been gaining ground in the European energy 
sector. 
 
The (potential) role of the EWC in developing and implementing CSR is central to this study. The main 
goal is to provide some insight into the existing role and ambition of EWCs with regard to CSR and to 
offer recommendations on how EWCs and trade unions can influence a company’s CSR policy and 
practice. Information for the study was gathered through a survey of and interviews with EWC 
members and other worker representatives as well as input from representatives of the management 
of European energy companies. 
 
The study examines the CSR policies of the 24 largest transnational energy companies in Europe : 
Centrica, ČEZ, DELTA, DONG, EDF, EDP, EnBW, Enel, E.ON, ESB, EVN, FORTUM, GazNatural, 
GDF Suez, Iberdrola, RWE, MVV, National Grid, Scottish and Southern, Statkraft, TenneT, Vattenfall, 
Veolia, and Verbund. For 16 of the companies, a more detailed analysis of the policies and 
relationship with employee representatives is conducted. The 16 companies examined in-depth cover 
all of the EWCs in the European energy sector and have a combined workforce of more than one 
million employees and a combined 2008 revenue of over €480 billion. The companies exhibit 
considerable variation in terms structure, size, business activities, location of headquarters (although 
all in Europe) and operations, and number of employees.  
 
CSR in the European energy sector 
 
As a point of departure, the study considers CSR to be a concept whereby a company assumes 
responsibility, across its entire supply chain, for the social, ecological and economic consequences of 
the company’s activities, reports on these consequences, and constructively engages with 
stakeholders including the workforce at the local, national, and European level. This implies that 
companies attempt a best-possible integration of social, economic and environmental concerns. CSR 
is of utmost importance for the energy sector given the sector’s immense potential to contribute to 
economic and social development and its simultaneous potential for devastating impacts on the 
environment and communities. Recent years have seen energy companies increasingly aligning their 
CSR policies with international normative standards for sustainable development and sustainability 
reporting such as the UN Global Compact, the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises, the 
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), and the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP). The analysis of the 
selected companies’ CSR policies reveals that more than 70% is a member of the UN Global 
Compact and that approximately 38% has an explicit reference to the OECD Guidelines in their 
publicly available CSR policy documents. Furthermore, 80% of the companies use the CDP standard 
for reporting on CO2 emissions, and 67% reports according to the GRI G3 sustainability reporting 
guidelines. The analysis also revealed that 63% of the companies that use the GRI guidelines are 
also using the energy sector-specific Electric Utilities Sector Supplement (EUSS). Around 38% of the 
companies makes use of all four of these CSR initiatives while 13% has not incorporated any of the 
four into their policy. The study notes that while a company’s efforts to align its CSR policies with 
these international standards is a positive step, this does not necessarily guarantee that the company  
is actually acting responsibly; the true test of responsible behaviour is putting the standards into 
practice and monitoring their implementation. 
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EWCs in the European energy sector 
 
EWCs can be established if a company meets certain criteria with regard to number of employees and 
transnationality of operations, and if employee representatives request it. Of the 16 companies 
examined by this study, 12 currently have an EWC in place. Three of the remaining companies do not 
meet the EWC criteria and can thus not be obliged to establish a EWC, while one, Spain-based 
Iberdrola, meets the criteria but has not (yet) established one. The longest running EWC in the sector 
dates from 1995 (Germany-based RWE EWC), having already gone through several renegotiations in 
its 15 years of existence, while the newest EWC was established just last year (Netherlands-based 
DELTA in 2009). The EWCs that are active in the sector also vary widely with regard to structure and 
size. For example, the EWC of France-based GDF Suez has 65 members representing 20 countries 
while the EWC of Austria-based EVN consists of only 7 members from 3 countries. Although the 
number of members and countries in a given EWC generally corresponds to the overall size of the 
company, there are some exceptions. 
 
In addition, the competences of the different EWCs, as established in the individual EWC 
agreements, also exhibit significant variation. With regard to this study’s main focal area of CSR, 
some EWC agreements make explicit reference to the EWC’s competence on CSR, some making 
implicit reference to CSR issues (by, for example, referring to CSR issues but not the term “CSR” 
itself), and some make no reference at all. 
 
Responses to the survey on EWCs and CSR 
 
Although not all EWC agreements contain clear references to CSR, energy sector EWC members 
surveyed as part of this study almost unanimously indicate that it is important for the EWC to be 
involved in developing and implementing a company’s CSR policy. In principle, this aim is backed by 
the European Commission and the European electricity sector social partners (including Eurelectric 
for the employers), both of which express the importance and desirably of dialogue on CSR issues 
between employee representatives (e.g. the EWC) and a company’s management. 
 
Nevertheless, many EWC representatives consider the current role of the EWC is developing and 
monitoring CSR policies to be less than satisfactory. Survey respondents cite the lack of a mandate of 
the EWC to discuss those issues and the fact that CSR is just not (consistently) on the agenda of the 
EWC. Other respondents express their desire to discuss the company’s annual CSR/sustainability 
reports more thoroughly. Although the desire to do so is there, many EWC representatives admit that, 
in order to engage meaningfully and constructively on CSR issues, additional resources and expertise 
would be needed for EWCs in order to overcome the complexity involved in monitoring the company’s 
progress and to prevent the EWC from simply being used as “green washing”. 
 
With a few exceptions, EWC representatives regard energy companies’ efforts to tackle issues such 
as employee uncertainty about globalization and climate change to be insufficient. Some respondents 
express their concerns about companies using CSR as a public-relations undertaking and worry 
about the narrow focus on shareholder value. While several EWC representatives feel that trade 
unions’ efforts to assist EWC members in coping with CSR topics could be improved, the previously  
mentioned electricity sector social partners’ joint statement on CSR is widely welcomed and 
appreciated. 
 
 
 



            EWCs and CSR in the European power Sector  

 
with the financial support of the European Commission 

 

5

Recommendations 
 
Based on the research findings and analysis, the study offers a number of recommendations to the 
EWCs. These include: 
 

 Ask your company’s management to directly involve the EWC in the development, 
implementation and monitoring of the company’s CSR policy. Refer to the European electricity 
sector social partners’ joint statement on CSR and the fact that it is common practice in the 
industry to involve employee representatives (EWCs) in CSR issues. 

 Ensure that CSR issues are (if possible explicitly) included in (re)negotiated EWC agreements; 
in order to have the clear mandate to discuss CSR-related concerns. 

 In cases of restructuring, merger or acquisition proposals, require impact assessments that 
assess social and environmental implications and impacts in developing countries. 

 When CSR issues are discussed, it may be valuable to involve or engage trade union and NGO 
experts that have specific knowledge on CSR issues to be better prepared for negotiation on 
CSR issues and avoid simply legitimizing the CSR efforts of a company without having enough 
detailed knowledge about the company’s CSR policies and practices to be (constructively) 
critical. 

 If possible, nominate an employee representative to the company’s board and ask that person 
to take CSR issues into account. 

 Consider using the OECD Guidelines complaint procedure to directly engage company 
management if there have been violations of CSR standards and norms, including labour-
related issues. 

 Encourage transparent reporting by requiring your company to use the GRI G3 guidelines and 
the Electricity Utility Sector Supplement. 

 Follow up the European electricity sector social partners joint statement on CSR (see Annex 2) 
by evaluating whether your company abiding by the agreements reached in the statement. 

 Send a survey to your members to identify yourself as the EWC and ask them which CSR 
issues are important to them and which issues they would like the EWC to work on. 

 
 
In addition to these suggestions for EWC representatives, the study also concludes by recommending 
that European and global trade unions develop a toolkit or centre of expertise on CSR that EWCs 
could rely on when discussing CSR issues with management. In order to develop such a toolkit or 
centre of expertise, it could be useful to form or engage strategic coalitions of unions, NGOs, 
academics and other centres of knowledge who could provide expertise on social, environmental, 
human rights and development issues. 
 


