A Quality Framework for Services of General Interest in Europe
The current economic and financial situation has highlighted more than ever the fundamental role of services of general interest (SGI) in the European Union (EU). In areas such as health care, childcare or care for the elderly, assistance to disabled persons or social housing, these services provide an essential safety net for citizens1 and help promote social cohesion. Services of general interest in the field of education, training and employment services play a key role in the growth and jobs agenda.  
While the Treaty has always ensured that Member States have the flexibility to provide quality services of this type, the Treaty of Lisbon has introduced new provisions: Article 14 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), and Protocol No. 26 on services of general interest. 
The Treaty of Lisbon and Protocol nº 26 on Services of General Interest underline clearly the importance of services of general interest in the EU, and set out the principles that guide the EU approach to these services. They provide a sound basis for pursuing a flexible and pragmatic approach which is essential in this field given the differences in needs and preferences that stem from different geographical, social and cultural situations.

The Protocol establishes, for the first time at primary law level, the fundamental principles which apply to services of general interest. It makes clear that the principles need to be adapted to the different services at stake and, therefore, no “one size fits all” approach is possible. It also confirms that the provisions of the Treaties do not affect the competence of Member States to provide, commission and organise non-economic services of general interest. The need to distinguish between economic and non-economic activities remains, however, and a case-by-case analysis continues to be necessary since the nature of these activities evolves constantly.

According to Article 14 TFEU, “the Union and the Member States, each within their respective powers and within the scope of application of the Treaties, shall take care that such services operate on the basis of principles and conditions, particularly economic and financial conditions, which enable them to fulfil their missions”. This Article creates the possibility for the Union to legislate in the field of services of general economic interest by setting the principles and conditions, particularly economic and financial conditions, which enable them to fulfil their missions, using a regulation and through the ordinary legislative procedure. 
Article 14 makes clear that any such regulation must be "without prejudice to the competence of Member States, in compliance with the Treaties, to provide, to commission and to fund such services". This acknowledges the fact that the organisation, delivery and financing of such services are primarily for Member States to decide at national, regional or local level. Various public consultations and an on-going dialogue with stakeholders will continue to examine the need for legislation based on Article 14 TFEU. The consensus at this stage seems to be that this not an immediate priority. The Commission is of the view that a sectoral approach, where tailor-made solutions can be found to concrete and specific problems in different sectors, is more appropriate at this stage.

The Commission will keep under review the need to revise existing sectoral legislation which includes universal service obligations, and the possible need to create new universal service obligations in other sectors. The Commission will also analyse the appropriateness of establishing the principles and conditions which enable specific public services to fulfil their missions on the basis of Article 14 TFEU. Respect for the existing diversity of services and situations within the EU will remain a guiding principle in the Commission's assessment.

