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1) Background:

12/05/2004 
White Paper on Services of General Interest (COM(2004)374)

26/04/2006 
European Commission Communication on Social Services of General 

Interest (COM(2006)177)

16/05/2006 
European Parliament Draft Report on Services of General Interest 

2) State of Play:

The issue of SGI is still quite open and no legislative initiatives have been taken so far. The European Commission is very cautious on this issue, because it is very aware of the fundamental problem of defining what are SGI and distinguishes them from other services.

The White Paper on SGI is currently been discussed by the EP Committees, with ECON taking the lead, which will be adopting the Draft Report by Rapporteur Rapkay (PSE, Germany) on 13th September. The EP plenary is likely to adopt the report during its 25th-29th September plenary session.

Regarding Social Services of General Interest (SSGI), the European Commission published a Communication on 26th April, where it classifies social services partly as of economic character. Regarding the issues that fall under Committee D, they mention occupational training as an example for social services.

Regarding Services of General Economic Interest (SGEI), the political group of the European Socialists (PSE) drafted on 30th May a proposal for a Framework Directive on SGEI with the intention to start a debate on clarifying the issues at stake and also to agree on a distinction between SGEI and "Services of non-economic general interest (SNEGI)"

3) Next Steps:

The EP report takes the form an own-initiative resolution, which limits its legislative consequences for the future. It can be expected that the Commission will take it into account when discussing the next steps regarding SGI. The report, however, is not binding for any decision-maker.

At the moment, the Commission services are more focussed on social services of general interest and on SGEI – so far, nothing is known regarding Commission plans on SGI. The Commission is very careful about the subject, especially after facing strong opposition on their proposal for the Services (‘Bolkestein’) Directive.

4) Main issues:

The legal basis for SGI is Art. 16 of the EC-Treaty protecting the competencies of public authorities. This article, however, is in contrast to the EC-Treaty provisions regarding competition and free exchange of services. 

The main issues regarding the policy areas of Committee D are first of all the definition of SGI and what distinguishes it to SNEGI, SGEI and SSGI. As national and regional structures of public services are very diverse all over Europe, a clear-cut European solution would not be possible without major problems confronting the regions and member states. Therefore, it is very questionable whether a definition should be established.

5) Challenges for European Regions:

SGI falls currently into the competences of the member states and the regions. From time to time, the competences of the regions are endangered by the European legislation, such as the Services Directive or the GATS negotiations. Seen from this point of view, clear framework legislation on SGI could establish a stable area, where the region's competencies are protected in the long run from reforms that aim at more competition and less competencies of the regions.

However, the establishment of a clear-cut SGI sphere would most likely endanger the diversity of Europe's region and their competencies according to individual traditions and structures in place. Therefore, any legislative proposal might create a discussion, where the regions are on the defensive right from the start.

6) Recommended Actions:

At the moment, the above-mentioned strategic decision needs not to be taken, as legislation on SGI that would affect Committee D policy areas is not in sight. However, in the long run, the AER needs to find a common position on how to tackle the problem of SGI.

Regarding the current discussions on SSGI and SGEI, both issues need to be closely monitored on possible side-effects on Committee D issues, but the lead should be given to Committee B to deal with these points.

The current discussion on the EP resolution should be also monitored and be reported to the members of Committee. Regardless of the final outcome, the issue should be followed in the future, especially with the European Commission to find out more about future initiatives on SGI.
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