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This eighth EPSU Congress takes place against the background of financial and 

economic turmoil, holding the European and global economy in its grip. Jobs are 

threatened or cut in industrial and private services sectors. But the public sector is 

very much affected too.  Public service workers are threatened with job losses, wage 

freezes and wage cuts. Public sector pay and pensions are under attack.  

Income from taxation is also dwindling. This is certainly in part a direct result of 

reduced tax revenue in this time of economic slump, but already before this 

municipalities and regions were falling victim to reduced tax income as a 

consequence of so-called tax reforms, alleviating in particular corporate taxation.   

We expect the crisis to exacerbate the existing inequalities within and between 

societies, more and more citizens will be pushed to the margins with precarious 

employment contracts on the increase. Some 78 million European citizens live under 

the threat of poverty. What an absolute scandal on this continent of Europe, where 

we have wealth in abundance, which is not distributed fairly.  

We cannot tolerate situations where people have to chose whether they eat or heat 

in order to survive. We need a living wage in all European countries, affordable 

housing, access to health care and education, access to energy, water, sanitation 

and transport, but access also for all people to a bank account.   

The crisis we are facing at the moment is financial, economic, social and 

environmental. The accumulated impact of these factors is even further aggravated 

by the outcome of decades of liberalization and deregulation, promoted as the almost 

exclusive criteria for the development of societies. Public services have been put into 

question as not being market- conform, uncompetitive and overregulated.  The 

European Internal Market is very much dominated by the dogmatic belief in free 

competition of goods and services, that competition supposedly will always bring 

about the cheaper and the better result.  
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EPSU has always said: the market can achieve a number of things efficiently, but it 

does not produce social justice, it does not produce equality, it cannot protect our 

environment nor preserve rare resources.  

It simply does not produce  sustainable development.  

Now it is easier to pin-point the market failures. Even EU Commission President 

Barroso called this crisis as one of the worst market failures at a Social Summit in 

October last year. Eight months later however neoliberal orthodoxy is trying for its 

comeback. The European Central Bank, the Commission, employers and many 

politicians focus on budget consolidation and structural reforms. In its recent 

Communication on the ageing population, the Commission re-emphasises: „the 

recession must not lead to an interruption of the reforms of pension, healthcare and 

long-term care… In fact, decisions on reforms are now more urgent than ever.‟  

What kind of reforms, we ask? Have some of these reforms not been proven as 

massive errors? There is a lot of stress on the need for workers to work longer years 

to qualify for a full pension, to discourage early retirement in order to control public 

pension expenditure.  

There is no mention of the need for employers to open employment opportunities for 

older workers, The catastrophic effects of the crisis on public funding are described, 

but not its root causes: that is  

 banks over-speculating with toxic financial products,  

 lack of control of hedge funds and private equity in combination with corporate 

greed 

 Years of deregulation, liberalisation, and privatization of services 

.   

We must not go back to „business as usual’.  And yet, EU ministers are set to water 

down  the REACH regulation on chemicals and carbon emissions to support the 

automobile and chemical industries in times of recession. Is this supposed to be the 

political signal as we prepare for the Climate Summit at the end of this year in 

Copenhagen?  Obviously not, this is just a cheap opt-out of industry.     
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Dear Colleagues, the ETUC mobilization campaign of 14, 15 and 16 May this year 

with major demonstrations in Madrid, Brussels, Berlin, Prague and elsewhere was a 

very powerful sign, on which we need to build. Europe‟s workers, their trade unions 

and civil society organisations took to the street to demand a fundamental change in 

policy, a new social and green deal. That is what we want!  

We need investments now in essential public services as an investment in the future 

of Europe‟s citizens. These services are essential for the livelihoods of millions. We 

must argue for the long-term benefit of these investments for societies and not just 

focus on the short-term budget consolidation with public sector workers being the 

balancing item.  

There is an alternative to this failed model of all around liberalisation. We must 

continue our work of campaigning and convincing. Ahead of Congress, we have 

initiated a research project called “turning the tide”. Our objective is to collate 

evidence of privatized services which have been taken back into public hands and 

whose quality have improved as a result. We must make this positive evidence from 

all over Europe a strong selling point.   

European citizens voted! The election result may not match our expectations. Later in 

the afternoon we will have the opportunity to listen to Poul Nyrup Rasmussen and 

hear his assessment of the election results. 

EPSU has  undertaken a very active canvassing of candidates of democratic parties 

to the European Parliament and indeed close to 200 candidates to be elected signed 

up to the EPSU public service pledge, a 10 point list of commitments to support  

quality public services within the European Union.  We will need these contact points 

and potential supporters of our EPSU agenda to promote change, to promote a 

different policy and to re-focus on a more social Europe!                                                                                                                                                             

It has been five years since we organized our last Congress in 2004 in Stockholm . 

Five years of intensive EPSU action, five years of joint work, five years of developing 

EPSU‟s profile, our work in the sectors, our campaigns for quality public services. 

The activity reports 2004 – 2008 have been approved by the Executive Committee. 

As this 8th EPSU Congress will also lay the important foundation for the merger 

between EPSU and PSI Europe we have also made available for your information 
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the activity reports of the PSI subregional officers. At the next Congress in 2014 our 

intention will be to present integrated reports of activities based on a single work 

programme.  

Let me highlight the main features of our work in the past Congress period. What 

have we achieved together? Where have we progressed? But also where should we 

do better in the future? 

EPSU has been engaged in major campaigns: probably the most prominent one was 

on the Services Directive, called the Bolkestein directive. Together with the ETUC 

and its other member organizations we lobbied hard, thousands and thousands of 

workers demonstrated to keep labour law, social services and health out of the scope 

of the directive. We managed to make the country of origin principle go away, in 

other words a system of competition based on low cost labour.  

The Services Directive must be implemented by the end of this year. A major 

objective of the directive is administrative simplification and cooperation. We foresee 

major changes in the delivery of public services of many countries through the 

introduction of single contact points.. The introduction of single contact points should 

not give rise to further privatization. We want to keep competences in the public 

sector: the competence to regulate and to control, also the competence to deliver 

services, skills, knowledge, for instance in the area of electronic government.  

We have successfully fought to change the Services Directive through the political 

process. What we could not have imagined is that this political victory was to be put 

into question by a series of European Court of Justice Rulings, the meanwhile 

notoriously famous cases of Laval, Viking, Rüffert and Luxembourg. These rulings 

juxtapose the Internal Market freedoms of capital, goods, services and people 

against fundamental rights, that is collective bargaining and collective action. The 

exercise of these rights is conditioned against market freedoms, they are considered 

as an obstacle to the freedom to provide services. The Court rulings have created a 

storm of protest in the trade union world and we are still dealing with their lethal 

fallout. A German legal expert commented the Rüffert ruling as follows: The judges 

have said good-bye to the idea of a social Europe, they reduce Europe to the market 

and competition. On that basis we should rename the European Union into European 

Economic Community. A very bitter conclusion for any convinced European.  
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The use or let me say the abuse of the European Court of Justice for policy making is 

obscene, devoid of democratic control, it is not transparent. One thing is for certain: 

We need to reestablish the right order of things. We will not accept that collective 

agreements are undercut and that workers have to compete with each other on the 

basis of low pay or lowest pay! We need a recast of the Posted Workers‟ Directive as 

demanded by Jan Andersson of the European Parliament 

Public authorities have a major social responsibility when they award contracts to 

private bidders. The Commission has been dragging its feet to recognize the validity 

of applying social standards to public contracts. In April this year it published a first  

draft guide called „Buying social – taking account of social considerations in public 

procurement. This is a long-overdue first step. However, difficulties in compiling the 

guide illustrates very clearly that the procurement directives themselves are in need 

of revision, to close the gap between social and green procurement rules and to 

clarify the legal framework for social procurement. EU procurement policy must be 

guided also by ILO Convention 94, which lays down very clearly that salaries and 

other working conditions cannot be below the level as agreed in the region where a 

contract is to be executed. Neoliberal politicians maintain that contracting out public 

services to private companies is more efficient because supposedly it is cheaper. In 

that logic a social procurement policy would come too expensive as funded from tax 

payers‟ money.  

We though ask the question: why should we use public funds to finance the profits of 

private companies achieved through social dumping. This is particularly true if the 

negative consequences of such contracts have to be compensated with public 

money. 

We also say very clearly that in-house delivery of public services must remain a 

political option for local and regional government authorities to take. The same is true 

for public – public partnerships as opposed to public – private partnerships. 

Our most ambitious campaign was to promote a positive agenda for public services 

in the European Union, a campaign in support of the objectives we stand for as 

EPSU, not a fight against a piece of legislation. In June 2005 our Executive 

Committee adopted 5 reasons why action is needed to promote quality public 

services in Europe. In April 2006 we launched the campaign „Quality Public Services 
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– Quality of Life‟, in particular our demand for a horizontal legal framework for public 

services. A large number of affiliates have participated in this European wide 

campaign with meetings, rallies, press conferences, posters and also original ideas, 

for instance a public service stamp. My colleagues and I have participated in many of 

these activities throughout Europe, where the emphasis was on quality services for 

people, services for the community.  

Affiliated unions have dedicated time and resources to this European campaign and 

it has contributed to further build the EPSU identity and to make us known to rank 

and file members and the wider public. We have collected many signatures for the 

ETUC petition on public services. 

 It is encouraging to see that we can together create a positive drive, engage with 

politicians as well as engaging politicians for our objectives. One example was the 

joint declaration in support of public services signed by 10 mayors of European 

capitals. A very good initiative and we should explore in what form and shape we can 

revive this alliance, by using the „turning the tide‟ campaign, by linking with the 

elected local and regional government representatives of the Committee of the 

Regions, for example. 

Still, we have to state that over the past 5 years the European Commission has 

refused to take positive action. First they told us there is no legal basis in the Treaties 

to legislative on public services. In taking this position, the Commission has 

consistently ignored a number of resolutions of the European Parliament, more 

recently the Rapkay report of 2006 but also various statements of the European 

Economic and Social Committee, the Committee of the Regions, the ETUC and the 

CEEP (public sector employer organisation) as well as the very concrete proposal for 

a framework directive elaborated by the European Socialists. Instead we have seen 

one Communication following the other, the last one dating from November 2007, in 

this case as an accompanying document to the final report on the Internal Market.  

Very revealing also a paper produced by the Bureau of European Policy Advisers, 

set up to advise the Commission President. This advice to the President reads: ” 

adding new areas to the Internal market will become more difficult, as evidenced by 

the political and legal difficulties of trying to extend the Single Market into areas such 

as health.” The Commission has declined our demand for a horizontal framework for 
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public services. And we have not fully reached the objective, set out for this 

campaign. There are several reasons for this, they are political and organisational. 

There are lessons to be learnt, also in our relation to the ETUC, lessons to be learnt 

in the way decisions are taken.  

Let us turn to the latest onslaught on public services, now in the guise of transborder 

patient mobility, a liberalization directive in disguise, instigated and justified yet again 

by European Court of Justice rulings. Once more we have to muster our joint forces 

to raise awareness of the potential dangers contained in this directive, we have 

produced a very thorough and critical analysis of the directive, lobbied the European 

Parliamentarians. We have achieved some breakthroughs in the first reading of the 

draft directive in the European Parliament. I would like to thank all colleagues that 

have helped in discussing with MEPs, in making the link with Ministers and in 

organizing discussion on this directive at national level. This is very important and 

must be intensified.  

European health ministers meet today and tomorrow in Luxembourg.  This Congress 

sends a clear message to the Council: We want to defend the public nature of health 

care for all. We do not want a European health supermarket, with patients travelling 

from West to East in search of cheaper treatment and workers in healthcare 

migrating from East to West in search of better paid jobs. It is not right that member 

states in Eastern Europe gear their health care systems to the needs of Western 

European patients to the detriment of their national citizens.  We want quality health 

care accessible to all, as close as possible to citizens. The legal basis for the 

directive therefore must be changed and also include a reference to article 152 on 

public health. We also do not want that Member States capacity to plan and finance 

their health care systems is jeopardized. Patient mobility is not the answer to the 

inherent problems within our national health care systems. These problems have to 

be addressed, be they long waiting lists, understaffing, or uneven regional spread of 

facilities.  We are in favour of developing quality standards for health care, we also 

support the idea of developing pilot projects to promote cooperation between health 

care systems in transborder regions. But to do this, we do not need the directive in 

the form initially proposed.  
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We have always argued that good public services depend on good working 

conditions in these services. A key tool to achieve this is social dialogue including 

collective bargaining. Employees are best placed to know how to improve services. 

We have made some headway in the last 4 years in further developing the social 

dialogue in our sectors. 

We now have 4 sectors covered by sectoral dialogue committees:  electricity, local 

and regional government and followed by the formal establishment of the social 

dialogue in the hospital sector in 2006 and the gas sector in 2007.  

The state sector remains outside the European legal framework on sectoral social 

dialogue, but it is not outside the remit of EU legal initiatives. 

This must be redressed. We have resolved the problems on the trade union side and 

have created a single trade union delegation, called TUNED, which is EPSU led but 

also includes representatives from CESI organizations, the European Confederation 

of Independent Trade Unions. Our cooperation with CESI has developed positively, 

but now the problem lies in the employers‟ camp. A number of employers very clearly 

support a formal social dialogue, others still have misgivings and block.  

So we must discuss how we can further develop a dynamic process, how an 

employers‟ platform can be established. But ultimately the formal issues should be 

resolved, we need a clear perspective to move forward.  

Developing the sectoral social dialogue into a meaningful instrument demands a lot 

of energy, time to prepare and time to follow-up, with the trade union side usually 

being pro-active in putting forward proposals. Let me flag some of the outcomes: 

 An agreement to include social issues into the South-Eastern Europe Energu 

Community  was signed by Energy and Social Affairs Ministers from the region 

with the Commission; EPSU has been instrumental in pushing for this 

agreement. From the trade union perspective the agreement is to facilitate 

efficient dialogue and negotiations between social partners to ensure a 

smooth transposition of the EU social acquis relevant for the energy sector, 

such as the directive on information and consultation, European Works 

Councils and Transfer of Undertakings. 
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 Social Partners in Local and Regional Government have worked jointly on the 

integration of migrants / ethnic minorities, on social inclusion and on 

restructuring in local and regional government. In spring this year they signed 

a joint declaration on the economic crisis and the impact this has for 

municipalities 

 

 We have signed a code of conduct on ethical recruitment in the hospital sector 

with HOSPEEM, the hospital employer‟s organization on World Health Day 

2008. Most importantly, we have just finalized negotiations on the prevention 

of injuries and infections from medical sharps. We recommend this agreement 

for adoption of the decision making bodies of HOSPEEM and EPSU. The 

intention is then to transpose the agreement into a Council directive and thus 

make it binding legislation in EU and EEA countries.  

 

 In the national administration sector trade unions and employers 

representatives have agreed a statement on equality and diversity in public 

administrations in 2005. In 2007 both parties agreed on a 2-year test phase 

before formalising social dialogue. We are now reaching the final round of this 

test phase with work done on violence, harassment and stress at work. 

 

In all social dialogue structures we have highlighted the gender dimension and 

have produced a set of toolkits, for example on equality, demographic change, 

restructuring and corporate social responsibility. In all sectors projects were 

organized to promote the social dialogue in Central and Eastern Europe. 

 

The social dialogue is a major focal point for the work in the EPSU. Over and 

above we have elaborated a range of policy positions on EU consultation 

papers, the Local and Regional Government Committee has taken the lead to 
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work on Public – Private Partnerships and together with PSIRU we have 

produced background documents on arguments for in-house public services, 

PPPs and Concessions. We have further developed policies on energy, 

waste, water, social services. We have also had joint activities between 

different EPSU structures, between national administration and local 

government on decentralization and on quality public finance, or a joint 

workshop of the Gender Equality Committee with the Health and Social 

Services Committee to look into the working conditions of women workers in 

the care sector. We are facilitating a network of firefighters unions and seek to 

establish our position in areas, such as child care. 

 

EPSU membership is made up by 63 % of women. We are committed that the 

strong presence of women in our member organizations is also reflected in our 

policies and structures. EPSU has pioneered gender mainstreaming. We have 

taken the conscious decision to establish a Gender Equality Committee 

because we want to involve women and men in these discussions. I have 

always considered this working method as a major progress in comparison to 

a Committee exclusively made up by women. From the survey our SKTF 

affiliate from Sweden has undertaken in advance of Congress we know that 

we have not achieved yet the objective of gender parity in our decision bodies 

and Standing Committees. The Changes to the Constitution should help to 

improve this. This has obviously to do with the way decision making structures 

of national unions are made up and these will be mirrored in EPSU at the end 

of the day. So, we must not allow complacency on this important issue, we 

must continue our concerted efforts to truly reflect the high percentage of 

women in our membership also in our decision making structures. This is a 

question of credibility, it is a question of democracy. It is a question, whether 

we are attractive as organizations to the workers we represent and to those 

we further want to recruit.  

 



 11 

EPSU‟s financial situation has remained stable, I am happy to say. Our 

membership continued to grow. We currently represent 224 member 

organizations, this number will rise to 255 with the merger.  

 

There is reason for concern though with a number of affiliated unions 

experiencing a loss in membership. This affects EPSU and we saw a first 

decline in membership in 2008. It is difficult to predict to what extent the 

economic crisis will impact on union membership and how we will be able to 

cope with the challenge. More and more unions focus on recruitment and 

organizing and we will consider this important question also in our Congress 

agenda.  

 

Our work has many facets and has gained in depth. EPSU is the voice of 

public service workers in Europe, but we are also active in the private sector! 

We are active in transnational companies and more European Works Councils 

have been established in energy, waste and water as well as in the health 

care sector. We supported the ETUC in its campaign for the revision of the 

European Works‟ Council Directive.  

 

The EPSU Collective Bargaining Network now comprises 200 contacts from 

30 countries. We provide regular information on collective bargaining trends 

throughout Europe by means of a bimonthly newsletter and a library of news 

items on our website, annual collective bargaining reports and annual 

collective bargaining conferences. The latest one attracted a record number of 

some 130 participants from 24 countries.  

 

We have improved our communication strategy and have published new 

presentation material, our website has been revamped recently and we intend 

to publish a regular electronic news letter.  
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Many actions were organized in this past Congress period : on 1 December 

2005 against the Energy Internal Market and ownership unbundling, a 

symbolic action on World Water Day of 22 March 2006; lastly on 28 February 

2008 a European wide action day against overcrowded. We have participated 

in all of the ETUC demonstrations, be they in Brussels, Strasbourg or 

Ljubljana.  

 

More often than not we can rely on the unwavering engagement of our Belgian 

Colleagues to give volume to an EPSU block, most recently on 15 May here in 

Brussels. A very warm thank you for this invaluable support. 

 

Joint trade union action can make a difference. We have seen this 

impressively in our struggle to preserve the working time directive. Our effort 

has been worthwhile: on 21 December 2008 the European Parliament voted 

by an absolute majority for an end of the individual opt-out from the working 

time directive. This vote has confirmed the position of the trade union 

movement that the working time directive is to protect workers, who should not 

be exploited by working excessively long hours in one stretch, be it in a week, 

in a month or a year. We also stood firm on our position that on-call duty at the 

workplace must be considered as working time. We cannot compromise on 

the opt-out, we cannot compromise on the on-call issue. We should not 

compromise on these 2 pivotal questions. 

 

This EPSU Congress is historic. In amending the EPSU Constitution we are 

laying the foundation for a single pan-European trade union federation for 

public sector workers.. I would like to thank all those colleagues that have 

supported this sometimes arduous process. There are many colleagues I 

would like to thank for their support, albeit sometimes critical support, but I 
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would like to thank Hugh Lanning in particular, whose moderating skills have 

finally led to a positive outcome.  

 

But the main challenge is obviously still ahead of us: we have to make the 

merger work. We have to ensure that all member organizations find 

themselves well represented in the larger EPSU, that we have a coherent 

work programme and that we can truly federate the different interests of the 

member organizations. Solidarity is the leitmotif of our work. But this solidarity 

is not expressed exclusively in transfers of experience or resources, but in 

working together on issues of common interest and taking responsibility for 

our joint objectives.  That will be our joint task in the transition period from 

2010 to 2012 and beyond.  There are many opportunities as well, the 

opportunity to link European and international trade union link in a more 

efficient way.  

 

Dear Colleagues, It gives me pride to work as General Secretary of EPSU. 

You have placed trust in my capacities and I would like to thank you for that. I 

would like to thank all that have contributed to our successful work, thank you 

to my colleagues in the EPSU secretariat in particular.  I hope to continue this 

rewarding work with you, the affiliates, with Anne-Marie Perret as President, 

with the members of the new Executive Committee and the Vice Presidents to 

be elected.  

 

EPSU is a thriving organization, we belong to EPSU, we are all EPSU and that 

makes EPSU strong.  

 


