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"Promoting a European framework for Corporate Social Responsibility", the European Commission's Green Paper, comes at a time when the interaction between company policies and their environment - political, economic, ecological, cultural, social etc - is receiving ever keener attention. Since 1996, EUROCADRES has been stressing the importance of a "European management model" which takes account of all the various dimensions which enterprises must consider in their policies and management approaches
[1].
 
Enterprises are not merely economic players. Their responsibilities cannot be exclusively economic. They cannot exist in isolation, and their environment reflects back the consequences of their activities. The various interested parties can demand explanations, but their expectations and the values they embrace may diverge.

 
For several years there have been initiatives which have drawn attention to "corporate citizenship". The measures implemented have varied. Social impact assessments have been introduced in some companies, either on a voluntary basis or in response to legal requirements, to provide data on human resources management, on health and safety, and on working conditions. Management methods try to take account of the interests of all the parties involved (stakeholder management). Some companies carry out internal or external social audits, with varying degrees of trade union involvement. Charters are announced, codes of conduct are introduced. Various labels have been created (sometimes linked with fair trade campaigns). Rating agencies have been set up (inter alia with reference to ethical investments) against the background of a Europe open to the world. However, ILO international conventions or OECD codes are insufficiently respected. 

 
The multiplicity of approaches thus generates confusions. There is a risk that promoting too broad a conception of "corporate social responsibility" could serve as a mask for deceptive marketing projects or campaigns in self-justification, or could be restricted to unilateral management decisions claiming to be motivated by social concern. It is unacceptable for a company to issue reports boasting of its concern for environmental and social issues in order to improve its brand image whilst simultaneously restricting social dialogue to strictly legal requirements. It therefore seems to us essential to introduce a European framework drawn up after consultation with everyone concerned.
 
 
 
Four essential needs
 
To achieve real progress, avoiding the many pitfalls, we consider that four closely linked basic requirements should be met:
       the need for credibility, which presupposes transparent mechanisms and relevant tools;
       the need for integration in management approaches since this affects both objectives and the decision-making process;
       the need to involve all the stakeholders in a variety of ways so that everyone involved can contribute;
       the need for a European framework with a global focus and employing legislative, contractual and consultative approaches.
 
 
 
The need for credibility
 
Audit reports, certification and labelling schemes, rating agencies and so forth all play a part in providing useful information on the quality of products, services, procedures and company behaviour. But their credibility is often questioned. Guarantees of transparency, access to information sources, the relevance of the tools used and monitoring procedures must be established if these measures are to have full effect. Establishing rules and monitoring conformity should be separate activities.
 
The extension of the areas for evaluation is a function of the range of people involved. 
 
Further, the credibility of these measures depends on the independence of those involved. For this a debate covering the full range of opinion is vital.
 
 
The need for integration in management approaches
 
The responsibility of companies towards society as a whole goes well beyond publishing useful, credible and verifiable information. To take full account of all aspects of these responsibilities presupposes the redefinition of company aims and policies, which consequently entails adapting management tools. 
 
A social audit is sometimes undertaken. This is often a matter of examining a company's impact on social matters, exposing areas of tension between the various interests, expectations and priorities. When carried out in cooperation with the various stakeholders, measures of this kind can encourage transparency and, inter alia, contribute to a gradual and negotiated change in management practices with staff and trade union involvement.
 
Further, codes of ethics or professional practice and company charters can play a part in establishing the rules of reference. Drawing on national and international legislation, they should promote fundamental human rights by taking them into account in management practice. It is important that these texts should be negotiated, not unilaterally handed down by company directors.
 
The information and consultation of employees should become widespread. Nor can what are often regarded as hidden costs, transferred to sub-contractors or externalised onto society (such as the impact of unemployment or waste processing) continue to be ignored. Nor is it possible simply to focus on short term financial objectives. It is the medium and long term which are crucial, with continuity in policies and methods of monitoring.
 
The diverse forms of enterprise - including private companies, public enterprises and businesses in the social economy - should encourage the development of appropriate ways of integrating their responsibilities into objectives and management models.
 
Professional and managerial staff are directly involved in the preparation and implementation of company policies and aims. They play an essential part in applying them through consistent management methods. Their responsibilities must be unambiguous. Their right to speak out must be recognised, including where there are illegal practices or practices contrary to the public interest. Their basic and continuing training should take these needs into account, which means that training schemes should be designed in cooperation with the social partners concerned.
 
 
 
The need to involve all the interested parties
 
Corporate responsibility is a complex issue, covering relationships with a wide range of interested parties, such as employees, shareholders, suppliers and sub-contractors, customers, residents, public authorities at local, national and European levels, and international bodies. These partners are represented in a variety of ways: by trade union organisations, employers' organisations, elected representatives and political assemblies, and various associations (for example human rights and environmental organisations). None of their views can be ignored, but their social responsibilities and their links with enterprise are different in kind. In consequence there should be a number of different ways of involvement in corporate responsibility. It is the combination of all these elements which could give a real impetus to progress.

 
Public authorities are not merely responsible for legislation and regulation; they must also ensure that the public have access to essential goods and that they are not threatened by social exclusion. It is for them to ensure that public and private companies and administration work together. High quality infrastructure and efficient public services are an essential aspect of this.

 
The social partners (trade unions and employers' organisations) in enterprise and at sectoral, national and European levels can play a critical part through their familiarity with the internal workings of business, their negotiating capacities and their economic and social role.

 
Other stakeholders, such as interested associations and NGOs, should find ways of participating which are appropriate to their nature and the problems involved.

 
The involvement of the various interested parties is necessary at national and European level, but must also take place locally, where the impact on jobs and the environment are more directly experienced.
 
 
 
The need for a European framework
 
Corporate responsibility should be seen in a global context. International measures, such as the international labour conventions, remain vital. But their actual implementation assumes that their principles are integrated into international relations as a whole - economic, commercial, social and political. It is a matter of grave concern that the European Union was unable, at the recent WTO conference in Doha, to achieve acceptance of procedures taking account of fundamental rights and establishing cooperation between the WTO and the ILO.
 
The values recognised by the European Union in the Charter of fundamental rights form the basis for social relations and management practices in Europe. They are rooted in diverse national and professional cultures which depend on elements which go to make up a common identity: the role of collective bargaining, recognition of the social partners, the importance of social protection systems, the role of public services etc. Corporate responsibility is exercised in the context of this European social and managerial model, which does not consider companies in isolation but which situates them in society as whole.
 
A European framework is needed to exploit the full potential of this. It could meet the needs for credibility and integration in management practice, if it succeeds in involving all the players and in combining legislation and regulation, contractual relations and consultation in a dynamic fashion.
 
 
The way to progress
 
Since the Commission has not shirked its duty to promote corporate social responsibility, it must take care to avoid the effects of fashion and deadlocks. In particular, we believe that the Commission should:
       take the necessary initiatives for European legislation, in particular:
- to ensure that the employment and social consequences, and not merely the implications for competition, of mergers and restructuring are taken into consideration,
- to prepare a directive to strengthen the role and quality of public services in the Union.
[2]
       encourage the development, in cooperation with the European social partners, of framework measures taking account of corporate social responsibility such as company social assessments, social audits etc.
       promote research (with the social partners and interested organisations) into procedures for improving the transparency and credibility of labelling systems and evaluation and ranking (not least of ethical investment schemes).
       make a determined effort to ensure that international social and environmental standards are taken into account in international agreements and to establish a mechanism for cooperation between the WTO and the ILO.
       ensure, in cooperation with the social partners concerned, that corporate social responsibility be considered against the background of the European social and management model, including:
- the adaptation of training for professional and managerial staff;
- measures introduced when the applicant countries accede to the Union.
 
We are aware that the notion of corporate responsibility will emerge only gradually in Europe and the world. To rely on goodwill alone is to court failure. To make progress, we make use of new legislation, contractual relations and innovative schemes carried out in partnership. As a European social partner, EUROCADRES is ready to take initiatives to advance this process.
�[1] See the attached document, "Building a European management model", which was the final declaration of the EUROCADRES symposium held in Brussels on 9 and 10 December 1996.


�[2] See the draft directive prepared by the ETUC and the CEEP





