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30 years of European Social Dialogue – positive achievements,  
challenges and future development prospects 

Brussels (Belgium), 03-04.03.2015 

Exactly 30 years ago, social dialogue was launched by the European Commission at European level. EZA, 
the European Centre for Workers’ Questions, set up the present seminar to commemorate this event and 
examine the strategy which should be adopted towards social dialogue in the future. 

The seminar was divided into three parts. Part 1 was related to the practice of social dialogue in the past. 
Without any doubt, there have been successes, but reference was also made to the declining attractiveness 
of social dialogue. Social dialogue as it is today was examined during part 2. Social dialogue is under threat. 
The crisis has put pressure on acquisitions from the past and, in some European countries, social dialogue is 
non-existent or has difficulties in getting really from the ground. 

The approach towards social dialogue in the future was the subject of part 3. A panel discussion was 
moderated by Bjørn van Heusden, executive secretary of the WOW. 

The first question which was submitted to the panel 
experts was: what are your ideas about social 
dialogue in the future? Bert Van Caelenberg, 
secretary general of Eurofedop, answered the 
question by raising another: is there a need for a 
new social dialogue model? He referred to the 
Commission decision of 20 May 1998 on the 
establishment of sectoral dialogue committees and 
underlined that, as long as the three criteria, 
defined in that decision, are fulfilled, there is no 
need for a new model. (In short, those three criteria 
for potential social partners are: be a sectoral 

organisation at European level, be composed of member organisations which are fully competent at national 
level, have a structure which allows to take part in the social dialogue committee.) 
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With regard to the developments of social dialogue in the Balkans, he underlined that this issue should be 
viewed as interacting closely with the problems of mobility and migration. For example, migration in health 
services puts pressure on the quality of those services. 

Some circles in Europe raise questions about the need for health and safety regulations. Is there really a 
need for putting so much emphasis on the establishment of health and safety regulations? Bert Van 
Caelenberg referred to the efforts made by Eurofedop within the framework of Health First Europe for the 
establishment of adequate protection of nursing staff against needle stick injuries. Finally, this has resulted in 
the establishment of a European legislation. So, without any doubt, there is a need for continuing the work 
with regard to health and safety regulations at European level. 

With the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty, the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union was 
adopted. Among those fundamental rights, there is “the right of everyone to form and to join trade unions for 
the protection of his or her interests”. In the future, it should be possible to introduce cases in which those 
rights are not respected, before the European Courts in Luxemburg and Strassburg. 

 
Patrick Develtere, President beweging.net 

Bartho Pronk, President of EZA 

A second question concerned the pressure put on trade unions: how can the attractiveness of trade unions 
be stimulated again? Bert Van Caelenberg underlined the importance of starting from the basis, the work at 
sectoral level. Confederations should concentrate on assuring the coordination among those sectors. He also 
submitted an interesting idea about the need for trade unions to adopt the technique used by NGOs. For 
example, once or twice a year, an organisation such as Greenpeace sets up a large campaign to make its 
demands known to the public, to raise funds and consolidate the support from public opinion. Trade unions 
could develop such a strategy and set up direct communication campaigns with a view to informing 
members, workers and public opinion of its concerns and its involvement in defending and promoting the 
interests of workers. 


