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The SOC Section
in brief
The Section for Employment, Social Affairs and Citizenship (SOC) is one of six specialised
sections within the European Economic and Social Committee. It has 135 members.
12 of these, including the section president and three vice-presidents, make up the section
bureau, which is responsible for coordinating the section’s work. The SOC Section deals
with a broad range of policy areas including employment and working conditions, social
policy and integration, gender equality, disability issues, public health, justice and home
affairs (including immigration), and education and training. The section’s activities cover the
work of several Commission Directorates-General, European Parliamentary Committees
and Council configurations.
The SOC Section prepares opinions requested by the Commission, European Parliament
or Council (including EU Presidencies) as well as own-initiative opinions, with policy analysis
and specific proposals. The section regularly organises public hearings and seminars both
in Brussels and in the member states. Members of the section participate in conferences and
other events organised by the EU Presidencies, EU institutions and civil society organisations,
including informal ministerial meetings.
In 2007 a specific 33 member Labour Market Observatory (LMO) was set up with the task of
identifying and analysing labour market trends and challenges. Since 2009, the Committee,
through the SOC Section, co-organises the biannual European Integration Forum together
with the European Commission. The SOC Section cooperates closely with other specialised
sections and observatories of the Committee.

During the 2010-2013 term of ofﬁce, the SOC Section is chaired by Leila Kurki (Finland–Employees),
with Vladimíra Drbalová (Czech Republic–Employers), Wolfgang Greif (Austria–Employees) and Grace
Attard (Malta–Various interests) as vice-presidents. Other members of the SOC bureau are Jean-Pierre Crouzet
(France–Employers), Sir Stuart Etherington (UK–Various Interests), Meelis Joost (Estonia–Various Interests),
Christa Schweng (Austria–Employers), Dana Štechová (Czech Republic–Employees), Erik Svensson
(Sweden–Employers), Ákos Topolánszky (Hungary–Various Interests) and Xavier Verboven (Belgium–
Employees). The president of the Labour Market Observatory is Krzysztof Pater (Poland–Various Interests),
with Christa Schweng and Xavier Verboven as vice-presidents.
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SOC priorities
for the 2010-2013 term
Europe is still marked by high unemployment, although there are some signs of economic
recovery. Globalisation, climate change and the ageing workforce also put labour markets
under pressure. Proactive strategies, including active labour market policies, must be devised
in order to make European working life and labour markets more conducive to productivity,
growth and sustainable employment, for the good of all Europeans. Labour markets should
have the capacity to integrate, and benefit from, the entire available workforce.
A more holistic view of life cycles is needed that allows for a better synthesis between the
various components of living in a modern society, such as education and training, working
life and access to services and social benefits. In this context, social dialogue is crucial.
Both social partners and other civil society organisations have an important role to play in
backing up the notion that well-designed social policies as such and empowerment strategies
contribute to Europe’s prosperity. EU Member States are facing different problems and
have chosen different approaches in dealing with them. In due course, the impact of the
new provisions of the Lisbon Treaty, in particular the new horizontal social clause, and the
respective roles of the open method of coordination and the Community method should be
looked into further.
At the beginning of each term of office, the SOC Section sets out its priorities. The priorities
for the 2010-2013 term are outlined below under three headings: More Efficient Labour
Markets, Management of the Social Crisis and Europe for All. All three priorities with subthemes should be seen as closely interrelated. Together they cover the whole range of policy
areas of the SOC Section.
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More Efficient Labour Markets
1.

A good and productive working life

To prevent the worsening of the social impact of the economic and financial crisis, it is crucial
that employment levels be raised and that special attention be paid to the creation of goodquality jobs, and to the role of entrepreneurship and the potential of small and medium-sized
enterprises and the social economy. The aim should be a better balance between flexibility
and security in the labour market, with full consideration for the need to anticipate and
develop future skills and competences in an approach that supports working-life transitions
and meets companies’ needs, but also for active inclusion in a less prejudiced labour market.
It should be fully recognised that a high-quality working life with a high level of involvement
of employees, an adequate level of occupational health and safety, a healthy work/life
balance and equal opportunities for men and women boost work motivation and productivity
and make it possible and more attractive to stay in employment longer. The fight against
precarious work and measures to improve the situation of low-skilled workers play a major
role in this respect. It should be fully recognised that the seeds of innovation are sown by the
way work is organised. Innovation in itself, and in this context also the availability of e-skills in
the work force, are important for job creation. The SOC Section intends to play an active role
in the Commission’s Agenda for New Skills and Jobs.

2.

The potential of young people

Youth unemployment and school drop-out rates are a huge concern in many EU Member
States. Given the demographic challenges that lie ahead and the labour shortages in some
sectors, it is all important that young people can realise their potential and play a valid role
in the labour market when they have acquired the necessary competences. The transition from
school to work for young people in vocational education needs specific attention. The SOC
Section will closely follow developments in the Commission’s Youth on the Move initiative.

3.

Development of the internal market
and free movement of labour

There are still a number of obstacles to free movement of people in the EU, some legal and
administrative, some linked to culture and traditions. The question is how these obstacles
can be removed in order to advance real geographical mobility. In this context, fundamental
social rights must always be respected.
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Management of the Social Crisis
4.

Social security systems
and the social impact of the crisis

The European social model in its different forms is under great pressure because of cuts in
public spending. Adequate social safety nets and universal public services must be kept in
place to curb the social crisis, and a common European approach must be found, with due
respect for conditions and traditions in the different Member States. Poverty, including in-work
poverty, is still a major problem in Europe, further aggravated by the crisis. It is important that
real long-term progress is achieved in this area. The SOC Section will stay involved in the
implementation of the European Platform against Poverty, in particular by monitoring progress
on achieving the Europe 2020 social targets.

5.

Giving every child the best start in life

Children form the basis of tomorrow’s society and are at the heart of any well designed
family policy. Adult alcoholism, drug abuse and violence all too often have a direct impact
on children, with long lasting personal and societal consequences. There is a need for a
balanced and comprehensive policy on addiction-related problems. Education systems
and social services for families must be designed so as to contribute to the development of
children into functioning adults, with respect for the specificities of each child and taking
full account of different family situations. The challenges faced by single parents, and in
particular the income of single mothers, need special attention.

6.

Healthy and active living

Quality healthcare must be available and accessible to all. At the same time, more focus is
needed on healthy lifestyles and prevention policies. The role of sport has been strengthened
in the Lisbon Treaty and should be explored. The SOC Section intends to play an active role
in the European Year for Active Ageing 2012.
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Europe for All
7.

Proactive integration and immigration

One of the challenges facing the EU is to manage immigration from third countries in a way
that benefits both the EU and the immigrants and is fully in accordance with human rights
standards. It is crucial that immigrants are prepared for and integrated into the labour market
at an early stage, and that cultural differences are not overstated. The SOC Section will
continue to look into these and related questions, not least through its standing study group
on Integration and Immigration (IMI) and its direct involvement in the European Integration
Forum. It will closely follow the implementation of the new five-year Stockholm Programme on
Freedom, Security and Justice.

8.

Enhancing rights and opportunities

Fundamental rights and non-discrimination are at the heart of the EU. Special attention must
be paid to particularly vulnerable minorities and groups such as the Roma and disabled
people that are largely excluded from mainstream society and face particular difficulties in
improving their situation. A proactive approach to gender equality across all policy areas is
necessary. European citizenship should be enhanced and a European area of justice with
mutual recognition of juridical decisions should be developed. There is also a need for a
coherent EU-level policy on tackling crime.

9.

Active citizenship and volunteering

There is a need for greater general awareness of citizens’ rights. On the other hand, citizens’
own responsibilities in taking an active role in their community, for instance through voluntary
work, must not be neglected. The SOC Section will be closely involved in the European Year
of Volunteering 2011. It also intends to continue organising awareness-raising “going local”
events in the Member States.
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For further information, please contact the secretariat of the SOC Section.
Postal address: European Economic and Social Committee, Jacques Delors Building,
99 rue Belliard, 1040 Brussels, Belgium. Email: soc@eesc.europa.eu.
Telephone: 32 (0)2 546 94 82.
Our website contains information about current work and provides
direct access to all recent opinions in all ofﬁcial languages:
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.soc-section.
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In 2009, the EESC was awarded the prestigious «Ecodynamic Enterprise» label by the
Brussels Institute for Management of the Environment (IBGE), obtaining 3 stars, the highest
level possible. This label rewards organisations for good environmental performance.

© European Union, 2011Reproduction is authorised provided the source is acknowledged.

The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) is a consultative body
set up by the Rome Treaties in 1957. It consists of 344 representatives of the
various economic and social components of organised civil society in the
EU Member States. Its main task is to advise the three major EU institutions:
European Parliament, Council of the European Union and European Commission.
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