
overcoming their competencies. It is not
going to happen and the experience of
the Convention on the Future of Europe
is very instructive. In that case, limited
extensions of the European competen-
cies in the social field were blocked
under the pressure not of the UK, but of
the German Länder.

In the long history of social rights the
workers and their organisations have
been the promoters of their own
progress and the more they have suc-
ceeded the more they have gained
instruments for not just being promot-
ers, but also co-decision makers of the
steps forward. They are historically
used to playing this role at the national
level. For the future they have to get
accustomed to play it more and more at
the European one. They can do so
because the existing treaties give them
the necessary means. According to
Article 139 of the Treaty establishing
the European Community, ‘should man-
agement and labour so desire, the dia-

logue between them at Community
level may lead to contractual relations,
including agreements. Agreements con-
cluded at Community level shall be
implemented either in accordance with
the procedures and practices specific to
management and labour and the mem-
ber states or, in matters covered by
Article 137, at the joint request of the
signatory parties by a Council decision
on a proposal from the Commission.’

Laval, Viking and other cases under-
line the urgent need for European solu-
tions. But workers and their organisa-
tions should not limit themselves to
demanding political institutions to take
care of them. They should negotiate
their solutions with their counterparts,
stipulate transnational agreements and
activate the appropriate procedures to
give such agreements legal force. Times
are ripe for this kind of transnational
action. It is a need, but it is also an
opportunity, the opportunity to build a
better Europe. 
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THIS AUTUMN OF 2008
sees public services hit
head on by the current

financial crisis at a time when
an assessment has to be made of
the public service aspect of the
work of the European
Commission under José Manuel
Barroso and a progressive pro-
gramme prepared on this sub-
ject for the European election of
June 2009. In our view public
services are a cornerstone of our
programme for a new Social
Europe, especially as we remain
convinced that market forces
alone cannot guarantee an ade-
quate level and quality of public
services. 

What can we say about the
financial crisis? 

Public service funding has
been facing a triple underlying
threat for years, which has now
got worse: local authorities are
overloaded by responsibilities
and are struggling to assume
them financially; users’ pur-
chasing power is collapsing;
nation states, which have had

their legitimacy eroded by the
prevailing free market culture,
have fewer and fewer means to
intervene and the financial
organisations which usually
provide funding for municipal,
county and regional councils
are keeping a low profile. 

In our countries, one worry is
gnawing away at local authori-
ties. The banks, led by Dexia,
the local authorities’ bank in
France, have been luring local
authorities into taking on tempt-
ing loans. Some of these have
turned out to be a trap.
According to a study by the
Fitch Ratings Agency, a quarter
of the 105bn Euros in loans
granted to French municipalities
are at floating rates, based on
sophisticated indexes, which
are currently soaring upwards. 

Some mayors are announcing
that they will have to freeze
projects in their towns due to
the credit crunch which is driv-
ing up rates. In a country like
France, though this also applies
elsewhere, where 87% of public
civil investment comes from
local authorities, a bank liquidi-
ty shortage may be traumatic for
the local economy. 

Our European local authori-
ties therefore have every right to
call for more supervision, coop-
eration and the adoption of bet-
ter regulations in the European
financial sector. 

2009: A Crucial Year for 
the European Dimension 
of Public Services 

Christophe Rouillon
Mayor of Coulaignes (France), 
Vice President of the French Mayors
Association and member of the PES
Group in the Committee of the
Regions. He writes on behalf of the
European Socialists (PES Group) in the
Committee of the Regions

‘We remain convinced that market
forces alone cannot guarantee an
adequate level and quality of 
public services’
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could be a genuine consistent
and innovative legislative ‘pack-
age’ on matters such as users’
rights, the quality and evalua-
tion of SGEI; the awarding of
public service contracts; SGEI
funding; the relationship
between authorities regulating
SGEI; and the status of social
services of general interest.2

The importance of our call
becomes clear when one consid-
ers the great difficulties encoun-
tered in the implementation of
the Services Directive by the
member states, which has to be
completed by the end of 2009. 

Implementation is facing seri-
ous problems, not least because
the European Commission is
refusing to say exactly which
social services are outside the
scope of the Services Directive.
It maintains a distinction
between public service mis-
sions, which Brussels calls serv-
ices of general interest and
which come under the regulato-
ry powers of the member states,
and economic activities which
come under competition and
include ‘services of general eco-
nomic interest’ (SGEI). But once
the directive has been incorpo-
rated into national law social
services will probably be
described as a sub-category of
SGEI. A report by a French
National Assembly fact-finding
team on the funding and gover-
nance of associations published
on 1st October emphasises that
with such a description there is
a risk that the rules on state aid
applying to SGEI will be made
to cover associations handling
such activities as tutoring, aid
for the elderly or managing
local social centres. 

According to the report, ‘the
risk for these activities receiving
financial support from the pub-

gaining in credibility, is certain-
ly a favourable one. Let us make
the most of it! 

As local and regional socialist
and social democrat elected rep-
resentatives, we too are more
than ever convinced that market
forces alone cannot guarantee
an adequate level and quality of
public services, especially as
the public authorities are deeply
involved at all levels in provid-
ing, regulating, organising or —
to varying degrees — funding or
supporting such services. 

Now, as the new Protocol on
Services of General Interest
appended to the Lisbon Treaty
confirms, it is not up to the EU
to interfere in the provision of
these services. However, to con-
solidate the public authorities’
perimeter for action at national,
regional and local level and
ensure the legal consistency of
powers and definitions within
this perimeter when the liberali-
sation of various public service
networks has been based on dif-
ferent rules over the years, we
are continuing to call for the
adoption of a European legal
framework for public services. 

This call is now becoming
more feasible than before
thanks to the new political deal
on public services offered by
the Lisbon Treaty. This in fact
provides for a legal basis (the
future Article 14 of the Treaty
on the Functioning of the
European Union) to legislate on
services of general economic
interest (SGEI) using the co-
decision procedure. 

In concrete terms, we think
that the legal framework that we
are calling for could take the
form of a proposal for a regula-
tion on SGEI which, without
claiming to regulate everything,
aims to pave the way for what

In fact it has never been so
clear how much the ‘economic
government’ which should have
accompanied economic and
monetary integration is cruelly
lacking today. But we think that
this reasoning, which applies to
financial services, can apply
just as much to public services. 

What has the European
Commission under José Manuel
Barroso achieved as regards
public services since 2004? 

Not very much. The texts
which have had the biggest
impact on public services over
the past five years date back to
the Prodi era: the ‘Services
Directive’ – the White Paper on
Services of General Interest –
and the ‘Monti Package’ result-
ing from the Altmark judgement
on the notification rules for
state aid. The last Commission
communication on services of
general interest in November
2007 was even downgraded to
the status of an appendix to
another communication on the
internal market, with such a
low added value that the
European Parliament did not
even consider it worthwhile to
issue a report on it!1

That is why we hope that the
‘ostrich policy’ as regards public
services will end after the
European election of 2009. 

For that to happen, the social-
ist family must set out its ambi-
tions in the Party of European
Socialists (PES) Manifesto for
the European elections. We are
delighted that it already con-
tains the call for framework leg-
islation on public services but
some additional suggestions can
probably be made to give the
call more substance. 

The current context, where
the need for regulation of the
market economy is once again

33 Social Europe Journal Autumn 2008



experience shows that it is
very difficult to know in
advance which innovative
products and services will
become successful in the
market.4

Lastly on state aid: we
note that the European
Commission is not always
very clear about what the
general interest involves. It
needs more clarity and
political ‘guidance’. To give
an example, we know that
various Commission DGs
are currently tearing them-
selves to bits to know if
local authority funding of
harbour infrastructures 
has to be considered as 
state aid. 

2. Greater attention has to be
paid to the social economy,
which is a very significant
sector of activity (accounting
for 10% of all European busi-
nesses and 10% of all jobs)
and is particularly appreciat-
ed by socialists and social
democrats because it provides
many services of genuine gen-
eral interest. We feel that
associations, mutuals and
foundations need a recog-
nised European legal frame-
work in order to guarantee
them equal treatment along-
side other business models
that already benefit from, or
are moving towards, recogni-
tion of their status (the
European cooperative society,
the European company and
the proposed European pri-
vate company). 

3. Finally, we call for greater
recognition of the cross-sec-
tor nature of public services
in Community policies, par-
ticularly cohesion policy. 

of which have been incorporat-
ed into the Lisbon Treaty. 

For the European agenda 
post 2009 the socialist and
social democratic representa-
tives on the Committee of the
Regions have three other points
to make: 

1. In our introduction we men-
tioned public investment
against the background of
the financial crisis. This
financial crisis comes at a
time when the Commission
is starting its review of the
action plan on state aid for
2004-2009. 

This action plan is due to
end soon and it is extremely
important to amend its con-
tents and philosophy. 

For example, we feel that
the quantitative approach to
state aid, namely to cut the
total volume of state aid in
Europe to below 1% of GDP,
must be revised. Instead, we
feel that a distinction should
be drawn between the vari-
ous types of aid and their
respective benefits in terms
of the general interest. 

We also have reservations
about the focus given by the
Commission to ‘market fail-
ures’. If we just take the
example of innovation-relat-
ed activities, these are spe-
cific in that they are often
distant from the market. But

lic authorities is to have their
subsidies reclassified as state
aid by the European
Commission’. The second risk,
says the report, ‘is to see the tra-
ditional type of relationship
between associations and the
public authorities jeopardised
by moving from a subsidy to a
calls-for-projects set-up’. This
threat is not theoretical: in
Finland, a number of associa-
tions which provided welfare
and medical services in sectors
open to competition have seen
their financial support from the
state withdrawn. 

Another extremely sensitive
subject for local authority man-
agement of public services is
the questioning of joint authori-
ty management methods. 

In a reasoned opinion of 27th
June 2007, the Commission told
France that transferring the pro-
vision of services from one local
authority to a group of authori-
ties was governed by competi-
tion law. The Commission
therefore asked that the article
on the ‘Local Authorities’
General Code’3 authorising such
transfers be amended. This
would mean that all the laws
governing local authority group-
ings would have to be reviewed,
and not just in France. However,
this line appears to be extreme-
ly flawed as regards its compati-
bility with the Charter of Local
Self-Government, the principles
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Endnotes

1 Communication from the
Commission accompanying the
Communication on ‘A single mar-
ket for 21st century Europe’ –
Services of general interest,
including social services of gen-
eral interest: a new European
commitment COM (2007) 725
final

2 See CoR opinion presented by
Jean-Louis Destans (PES/FR) on
6 December 2006 (CdR
181/2006)

3 L.5211-4-1L.5211-4-1 II CGCT

4 See CoR opinion presented by
Gabor Bihary (PES/HU) on 16
November 2005 (CdR225/2005)

operators, whether they be pub-
lic or private. 

The example of social housing
is a case in point. Under the
treaties, of course, Europe has no
power to take action on social
housing. However, it has to be
noted that the European Union
does act in the field of social
housing through, for example,
the rules on state aid: hence the
call for European legislation on
state aid to take greater account
of its impact on public services
and territorial cohesion. 

Examining public services in
depth can seem a dry subject
when one gets so much into the
details. 

However, we cannot cut cor-
ners here on the pretext that
there are no legal powers to act
or fall back on the defence that
this is a local matter under the
principle of subsidiarity. Let us
remember how worked up pub-
lic opinion became in 2005 dur-
ing the debates on the Services
Directive. Public opinion is
highly sensitive about matters
affecting services of general
interest. Europeans are expect-
ing action by the EU which is
not the bare minimum, but
which reflects their concern
about preserving the quality of
public services, defines what
public services are in a positive
way and clearly sets out what
can be done through regulation.
In short, no European legisla-
tion on public services will get
anywhere if it leads to a cutback
in public services and, ultimate-
ly, lower social standards. 

For this reason the three pub-
lic service goals of ‘protection,
modernisation and consolida-
tion’ must be among the priori-
ties for the next European elec-
tion in June 2009. 

Let us take two examples: 
Apart from the Protocol on

Services of General Interest, the
future Lisbon Treaty only refers
to public services, or - to be
precise - services of general
economic interest, in Articles
14 and 106. But Article 14
refers to a new objective insert-
ed in the Treaty: that of territo-
rial cohesion. 

To give concrete form to this
objective of territorial cohesion,
the European Commission last
week brought out a Green Paper.
So for us, the Socialist Group in
the Committee of the Regions, it
is essential that in the consulta-
tions on this Green Paper on
Territorial Cohesion a maximum
number of contributions should
take a look at the indissoluble
link between the new objective
of territorial cohesion and the
requirements of quality and
access to services of general
interest. On reflection one won-
ders whether the Commission
proposal on the liberalisation of
the postal sector could have
been the same if the
Commission had been obliged
to study the territorial impact of
its proposal beforehand. 

However, this greater recogni-
tion of the cross-sector and
trans-European nature of public
services must also occur when a
sphere of activity of a social
nature and of general interest
does not fall within the
European sphere of competence,
in the sense that there is no
legal basis in the treaties for leg-
islation in that area. 

Indeed, a service of general
interest may well be at odds
with Community policies. Such
interactions should be anticipat-
ed by the law rather than by
jurisprudence. This is a matter
of security for both citizens and
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THE 2008 AMERICAN
Presidential election has cap-
tured the attention and enthusi-

asm of millions of Europeans. Perhaps
my little patch of north London is an
unusual area, but one sees the occa-
sional ‘Obama 08’ poster displayed in
house windows. I am not sure we will
see any more posters, for anyone, in
the European Parliament elections in
June 2009. The British political classes
were following the Presidential race
avidly, and by all accounts there was a
similar picture in other EU states. Why
is this, given that we seem so unenthu-
siastic about our own politics, let alone
what is going on in our partner states
and at European level?

Two answers come immediately to
mind. US Presidential campaigns are
entertaining, and US Presidential poli-
tics matters. But before that, I shall
consider another couple of aspects of
American politics which are worthy 
of interest.

American politics is a testing envi-
ronment for political techniques and
technology. With a major set of elec-
tions every two years, and vast
amounts of money, there is a very
rapid cycle of development and strong
techniques should quickly evolve

while the weak die out (although the
Democratic Party has had a touching
faith in failed techniques and unsuc-
cessful campaign consultants). The
conservative movement from the 1970s
until recently has been innovative with
its use of direct mail, sophisticated
demographic analysis, ability to organ-
ise people to talk about politics with
other members of their communities,
and understanding of the subtle links
between lifestyle and politics (realising
in 2004 for instance that most men
who watch television channels about
fishing vote Republican). 

However, in the last five years, kick-
started by Howard Dean’s campaign in
2003-04 and channelled through blogs,
particularly www.dailykos.com, pro-
gressive Democrats have been fighting
back. The Democratic ‘netroots’ is a
powerful force – it probably gave the
party control over the Senate in 2006
thanks to its support in close contests
in Virginia and Montana. It has mar-
shalled an enormous number of small
donors in 2008, not only for Obama
but for Congressional elections in key
states and districts. There is a sense of
freshness, optimism, fun and serious
purpose to be found in the netroots, a
combination that is largely absent from
European politics of any stripe. The
army of donors co-ordinated by the
blogs lacks any real counterpart either.
To work out how to replicate the net-
roots in Europe would be a huge
achievement – in terms of giving a
political movement new energy and
also redistributing power away from

Why are we all so 
interested in American
Presidential elections?

‘US Presidential campaigns are
entertaining, and US Presidential
politics matters’
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the party elites. One of the exciting
things about US politics is that some-
times, within a political party, it just
takes some determined individuals
(including for instance Markos
Moulitsas of Daily Kos, or long before
him Richard Viguerie on the right) tak-
ing the initiative into their own hands,
finding a movement that just snowballs
around them, and compelling the polit-
ical world to adapt.

The use of the net (and the trans-
plantation of some of the irreverence
and humour of the blogs) into cam-
paigning is just one American innova-
tion that anyone who is interested in
campaigning should study. The
Democrats, under Howard Dean as
chair of the Democratic National
Committee, have built up what they
call a 50 state strategy. This does not
mean spraying resources around wild-
ly, but making sure that there is an
organisation and a party presence
across the country. Having this meant
that the party could take advantage of
favourable circumstances, as with its
win in a Congressional special election
even in Mississippi. The strategy
replaced the previous excessive con-
centration on a small number of swing
states. Many European parties, particu-
larly the Labour Party in the UK, could
do with learning that being a national
party is about more than rhetoric or
even ideology, it is a matter of organi-
sation and electoral strategy as well.

The 2008 election was particularly
entertaining. It could share a title with
a fine British study of the 1968 contest:
‘An American Melodrama’. As a story
arc, as a Hollywood version of an elec-
tion, it was hard to beat. There was
John McCain, the veteran military
hero, going for one last campaign when
those with less steel and ambition
would be retiring and critics had writ-
ten him off, a classic narrative from
sports movies translated into politics.
The Democratic side was a gripping
contest between two candidates, either
of whom represented a massive sym-

bolic change in the form of the first
woman or first black nominee of a
major party for the Presidency.
Obama’s victory was another classic
story, the charismatic, clean outsider
coming to change the way Washington
works. 

However, even without this year’s
particular flavour, the story of an
American Presidential politics presents
different facets at different times. The
primary season is when a thousand
flowers bloom, most of which are rap-
idly cut down – it introduces us to
some new characters and ideas, and
gives the media and the public a
chance to build up and knock down
candidates. John McCain, like Bill
Clinton in 1992, proved his staying
power by surviving a gruelling primary
season, while Rudy Giuliani’s one state
strategy focused on Florida doomed his
campaign. Then the narrative con-
verges to the contest of the two nomi-
nees, joined at the conventions by their
Vice Presidential choices, before head-
ing to the debates and the hectic
nationwide tours culminating in elec-
tion day itself (and sometimes as in
2000 the conflict continues even after
that date).

From a British point of view,
European political contests that excite
interest are relatively infrequent.
French Presidential elections arouse
some comment, and I discussed the
relative merits of Sarko and Ségo with
fellow British. There is continual,
head-shaking despair at Berlusconi, not
just because of his antics but because
of Italy’s economic failure and the
growing threat of racism. The British
left pays less attention to Spanish poli-
tics than it should – a genuinely confi-
dent, radical government in an asym-
metrically devolved and traditionally
conservative polity and society should
get more coverage than it does. 

Perhaps a general principle can be
ascertained. Good government makes
bad entertainment. Countries with con-
sistently high standards of living, sta-
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ble democratic arrangements, social
solidarity, growing economies and sex
equality rarely find their internal poli-
tics attracting the interest of outsiders,
with the partial exception of the
European left’s interest in Sweden. The
everyday business of politics in
Sweden, Denmark, Estonia, Slovenia,
the Netherlands and Norway is often
sensible, consensual, conducted
through rational means – and simply
not very interesting. A re-balancing of
the coalition parties and government
programme in the Netherlands follow-
ing an election is not box-office materi-
al, while American presidential elec-
tions present drama, conflict and ulti-
mately resolution. The clear choice
they appear to offer may often be illu-
sory. Presidents ultimately have to
work with Congress, and are con-
strained by circumstances the way
every other politician is, and agendas
converge. But, particularly since 2000,
nobody can plausibly argue that
Presidential elections do not have con-
sequences.

Different sorts of political institution
seem to excite different sorts of
response from the public – not neces-
sarily on turnout, although it can have
an effect, but on the perception of the
election. Direct election of a chief exec-
utive with strong powers, as in the US
and France, focuses and personalises
the election in a way in which legisla-
tive elections cannot. Elections for bod-
ies whose predominant role is scrutiny
and oversight, vital functions in gov-

ernment, seem to mystify the public.
Examples of this are the Greater
London Assembly and the European
Parliament. The work clearly needs to
be done, and people will grudgingly
acknowledge this, but it seems boring.
The European Union political system,
in which executive power is nominated
or intergovernmental, seems almost
designed to be boring and disconnect-
ed. I have long thought that a directly
elected President would at least make
things a bit more interesting, and test
for instance whether European-wide
ideology or national identification has
a greater effect on the role, and
whether the need to get Europe-wide
support would affect party strategies.

Some of the entertainment value of
American elections comes through our
fascination with the genre of American
Bizarre. The election is a window
through which one can study all sorts
of strange phenomena, and perhaps
feel vindicated in one’s, not always
well hidden, feelings of contempt as
well as fear and resentment for
America. One can pat oneself compla-
cently on the back for our rationalism,
our lack of naïve credulity, corrupt tel-
evangelists, moose-shooting governors
or bigoted talk-show personalities, and
even perhaps the relative scarcity of
virulent racism, rank ignorance and
desperate inequality. However, this is
to risk caricaturing ourselves as well as
the Americans, ignoring Europe’s
record at producing vicious irrational-
ist ideologies, and the strength that
knowledge and progress have always
drawn from the United States and its
cultural and intellectual vitality.

But there is also a serious point.
Most Europeans consider themselves
on the rational, liberal side of a conflict
which divides America down the mid-
dle. The immense power and influence
of the United States may, or may, not,
end up on the side of those who regard
science and reason as superior to faith
and ideology as a guide to how to use
it. The American cultural civil war
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matters to the rest of the planet as well
as to the American electorate.
American Presidential politics matters.

Most of us do not treat American
elections purely as entertainment. Most
of us pick a side that is congruent with
our general political views, and make
an emotional and political investment
in its success. The European left is
more or less unanimous for the
Democrats, and in the last election was
more strongly than ever for Obama
(although it was interesting during the
primary season to try to work out the
dividing lines that made Europeans
lean either to Clinton or Obama). The
right is a little more divided, reflecting
the commitment to social conservatism,
religion and plutocracy of the
Republican Party which is too strong a
brew for many European moderate con-
servatives. 

A key reason that the 2008 election
was the object of such fascination is to
be found in the extraordinary history
of the Bush administration. It has gov-
erned, confrontationally and unilateral-
ly, from the far right at home and
abroad. It has encouraged every form
of anti-Americanism while dishearten-
ing those, such as myself, who are pro-
gressive admirers of America. From the
point at which it seized office through
chicanery and the Supreme Court (in
what we would call a coup in most
countries), it has been a depressing
experience. First came the attacks on
science and the environment. Then
Bush betrayed those of us who rallied
around America after the appalling
attacks of 11 September 2001 – in
using that tragedy as an excuse for vio-
lating the noble principles of the US
Constitution, wholesale lying, going
into war on a frighteningly casual basis
and even worse presiding over a dis-
gusting regime of disappearances and
torture. As a final show-stopping per-
formance, Wall Street has collapsed
and the next administration’s money
mortgaged to pay for the damage.

The next administration inherits a

disastrous legacy, and a need to prove
to the world that the last eight years
have been an aberration rather than
business as usual. In fairness to
McCain, he had in the past opposed
Bush on the environment and torture.
But as the campaign went on he sold
his soul to his party, and to the attack
machine that had smeared him and his
family when he had challenged Bush
in the 2000 primary season. But to see
Obama elected has delighted pro-
Americans throughout the world.
While Bush embodies the arrogant,
ignorant side of America, Obama is a
powerful symbol of the hope and
renewal that America offers too, and
(like Clinton in 1992, only more so)
would start with an immense fund of
goodwill. The fact that America, by the
clearly expressed will of its people, has
produced a black leader, will change
the relationship between America and
the rest of the world. Perhaps Obama
can build on that, and restore
America’s status as that shining city on
a hill, a place of opportunity and
progress with a benevolent influence
on the rest of us, projected by action
and example. 

Ultimately, America is in the con-
sciousness of all of us – to some as a
nightmare, but to most of us as an
ambivalent object of attraction. So
much of the world, and its culture, are
permeated with America that in order
to understand the times we live in, and
attain a minimum of cultural literacy,
we need to understand a bit about
America. An election is a time for
insight not only into what its next
leader intends to do for the next four
years and how that will affect us, but
into why America makes the decisions
it does about the choices on offer.
Particularly in 2008, no politically
minded European can afford not to be
interested in American elections.
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