
Most social policy areas, where the EU has powers to act, are already subject to qualified majority voting. This has allowed 
putting in place a comprehensive social «acquis» over the years, with significant further steps under this Commission. 
However, today there are still a number of social policy matters where decisions by the Council must be taken with 
unanimous agreement, with the European Parliament often only consulted. These areas are:

 ▶ non-discrimination based on different grounds (gender, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age, and 
sexual orientation); 

 ▶ social security and social protection of workers (outside cross-border situations); 
 ▶ protection of workers against dismissals; 
 ▶ representation and collective defence of the interests of workers and employers;
 ▶ conditions of employment for non-EU nationals legally residing in the EU.

To make decision-making more efficient and fair, to the benefit of citizens, the Commission is launching a debate on 
making more use of qualified majority voting, in particular in the areas of non-discrimination and for the adoption of 
recommendations on social security and social protection of workers.

UnanimityQualified majority voting * The list of legal acts is non-exhaustive
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 ▶ There are no rules on 
dismissals, representation 
and collective defence of 
workers and employers, and 
conditions of employment for 
third-country nationals legally 
residing in the EU, based on 
article 153 (1)(d,f,g) TFEU

 ▶ Directive on work-life 
balance
 ▶ Directive on transparent 
and predictable working 
conditions

 ▶ Modernisation of legislation on 
health and safety at work and 
fight against cancer

 ▶ Revision of the posting of 
workers Directive
 ▶ Modernisation of coordination 
of social security systems
 ▶ Establishment of the European 
Labour Authority

 ▶ Recommendation on access  
to social protection

 ▶ Employment equality 
Directive
 ▶ Racial equality Directive

HOW DO WE IMPROVE  
DECISION-MAKING 
IN EU SOCIAL POLICY?

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/files/social-priorities-under-juncker-commission_en


4 REASONS FOR AN ENHANCED USE OF QUALIFIED MAJORITY VOTING 
DECISION-MAKING IN SOCIAL POLICY

   Better protect citizens against discrimination

In the EU, people are protected against discrimination on grounds of 
gender, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age and 
sexual orientation, as this is enshrined in the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights of the EU. But due to constraints related to unanimity voting, 
this principle of equal treatment is not ensured to the same degree 
across all grounds, areas of life and all Member States. 

62% of Europeans say that new measures should be introduced to raise the level of protection for groups at risk of 
discrimination. Qualified majority voting will help us to answer this call.

   Keep pace with evolving social challenges

The EU and its Member States face common challenges as regards 
the rapid pace of technological change and new forms of work, rising 
competition in a globalised economy and demographic trends such as 
ageing. We need to take full advantage of the opportunities brought 
about by these changes; this requires our collective and determined 
action. Taking decisions by qualified majority would help addressing 
these challenges and keep pace with economic and societal develop-
ments.

60% of EU citizens support more EU-level decision-making in dealing 
with health and social security issues.

  Foster a culture of compromise

Qualified majority voting is based on a culture of compromise and allows for outcomes that reflect the interests 
of the Union as a whole. It encourages all actors to find an outcome that is acceptable to all and makes a positive 
difference in citizens’ lives.

  More democratic decision-making

In the social policy areas still subject to voting by unanimity, the European Parliament does not have an equal role as 
co-decision maker. However, Members of the European Parliament are elected by EU citizens who are directly bene-
fitting from EU social policy. Giving a stronger voice to the European Parliament would improve our decision-making. 

Around 1 in 5 people in the EU 
say that they have experienced 
discrimination or harassment in the 
previous 12 months.

Efficient and flexible decision-making 
through qualified majority voting 
has allowed the EU to become a 
global reference in policy areas such 
as health and safety at work. During 
this mandate, the Commission has 
further improved the protection for 
millions of workers, helping to save 
the lives of more than 100,000 
workers over the next 50 years.

HOW DOES QUALIFIED MAJORITY VOTING WORK?

Qualified majority voting goes beyond the simple majority rule that requires reaching more than 50% of the votes cast.  
To reach a qualified majority, two conditions need to be met:

1. 55% of EU Member States vote in favour; and 
2. these Member States represent at least 65% of the total EU population.



HOW CAN WE CHANGE FROM UNANIMITY TO QUALIFIED MAJORITY VOTING?
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European Council conclusions, 13-14 December 2018

The European Council on 13-14 December 2018 adopted conclusions on the MFF, the single market, migration and other items,

namely external relations, climate change, security and defence, disinformation, the fight against racism and xenophobia and

citizens' consultations.

I. MULTIANNUAL FINANCIAL FRAMEWORK

1. The European Council welcomes the intensive preparatory work carried out during this semester on the future Multiannual

Financial Framework and takes note of the Presidency's progress report. It calls on the incoming Presidency to continue that work

and develop an orientation for the next stage of the negotiations, with a view to achieving an agreement in the European Council

in autumn 2019.

II. SINGLE MARKET

2. The Single Market is one of the great achievements of the Union which has delivered major benefits to Europeans. It is our main

asset for ensuring citizens' welfare, inclusive growth and job creation, and the essential driver for investment and global

competitiveness. Twenty-five years on, we need to press ahead with the Single Market agenda in all its dimensions and develop a

forward-looking approach. The European Council:

invites the European Parliament and the Council to agree, before the end of the current legislature, on as many of the
pending proposals relevant for the Single Market as possible. It is also important to remove remaining unjustified barriers, in
particular in the field of services, as well as to prevent any new barriers and any risk of fragmentation. The European
Council calls on the Commission to continue its analysis and its work in this respect;
calls for implementing and enforcing, at all levels of government, decisions taken and rules adopted, as well as upholding
standards and ensuring the smart application of better regulation principles, including subsidiarity and proportionality;
stresses that more needs to be done to ensure that the Single Market provides a solid underpinning for an outward-looking,
confident and more autonomous European Union in a challenging global environment;
underlines the need for the Single Market to evolve so that it fully embraces the digital transformation, including Artificial
Intelligence, the rise of the data and service economy, connectivity, and the transition to a greener economy;
calls for strengthening the coherence with all related policies.

3. The European Council will hold an in-depth discussion next spring on the future development of the Single Market and

European digital policy in preparation for the next Strategic Agenda.

III. MIGRATION

4. The European Council addressed the implementation of its comprehensive approach to migration, which combines more

effective control of the EU’s external borders, increased external action and the internal aspects, in accordance with its

conclusions of June and October 2018.

5. The European Council notes that the number of detected illegal border crossings has been brought down to pre-crisis levels,

and that the overall downward trend is continuing. This is the result of the external migration policy of the Union and its Member

States, based, in particular, on control of the external borders, the fight against smugglers and cooperation with countries of origin

and transit, which has been intensified in recent months. This policy should therefore be continued, further developed and fully

implemented. Vigilance on all existing and emerging routes should be maintained, in particular in view of recent increases on the

Western and Eastern Mediterranean Routes.

6. As regards the internal policies, the European Council invites the co-legislators to rapidly conclude negotiations on the

European Border and Coast Guard (EBCG). It welcomes the agreement reached at the level of the Council on 6 December 2018

with regard to enhancing the EBCG's mandate in the area of return and cooperation with third countries. It also calls for further

efforts to conclude negotiations on the Return Directive, on the Asylum Agency and on all parts of the Common European Asylum

System, respecting previous European Council conclusions and taking into account the varying degree of progress on each of

these files.
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NO DEADLINE

The European Parliament

• the Council to act by 
qualified majority in an area or 
case, instead of unanimity; or
• to move to the ordinary 
legislative procedure with 
European Parliament and 
Council as co-legislators, 
instead of a special legislative 
procedure. 

Changing from unanimity and the special legislative procedure to qualified majority voting or the ordinary legislative 
procedure is possible using the so-called ‘passerelle clauses’ in the Treaties. The general ‘passerelle clause’ in the 
Treaty on European Union could be used in the near future to facilitate decision-making on non-discrimination and on 
the adoption of recommendations on social security and social protection of workers. In practice, this means that the 
European Council would have to decide by unanimity to make this procedural changes, with no objection from national 
parliaments, and with the European Parliament’s consent.

Art. 48(7) Treaty on European Union - general passerelle clause


