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SOCIAL DIALOGUE IN BULGARIA

The European social model in Bulgaria is based on, builds upon and operates through the mechanism of social and civil dialogue.

In Bulgaria there is a legal and institutional framework of social partnership which functions at all levels. It is implemented on a tripartite and a bipartite basis.

At the national level, social dialogue in Bulgaria is performed on a tripartite basis - between the government and nationally representative organisations of employers and trade unions. It was institutionalised in the early 1990s by the creation of the National Council for Tripartite Cooperation (NCTC). The legal framework of tripartite cooperation as a fundamental form of social dialogue is contained in The Bulgarian Labour Code (LC) 

NCTC is a body promoting cooperation and consultation at the national level. Its members are equal and represent the social partners: the organisations of workers and employees, those of employers, and representatives of the executive branch of government. The system for cooperation and consultation in the area of labour relations involves all levels, industries, branches and municipalities by means of councils for tripartite cooperation. 

The structure, organisation and operation of the system of tripartite cooperation are legally regulated in Articles 3a-3f of the Labour Code and issued by the National Council for Tripartite Cooperation on the basis of Article 3, Paragraph 1 of the Labour Code, Regulations for the Organisation and Operation of the Councils for Tripartite Cooperation.
The bodies for tripartite cooperation under Article 3a, 3b, LC are:

· The National Council for Tripartite Cooperation

· Industry- or branch-specific councils for tripartite cooperation

· Municipal councils for tripartite cooperation.

Current legislation places the consultations between public authorities and social partners – nationally representative trade unions and employer organisations at the centre of the tripartite cooperation in dealing with employment, insurance relations and living standards.

The subject of social dialogue is labour relations between employees and the employers pertaining to the provision of workforce for paid employment. These are essentially questions related to wages, working time, breaks, holidays, changes of qualification, and payment of different benefits in connection with the fulfilment and termination of employment, the provision of safe and healthy working conditions, etc. Moreover, labour relations are in close connection to a wider scope of public relations pertaining to the associations of workers and employees as well as employer organisations, such as professional qualification, social and domestic servicing of workers in the enterprise, control of the proper implementation of labour legislation and the pursuit of administrative sanctions for persons infringing labour legislation. Insurance relations connected with social and health insurance are discussed at the NCTC level. The third range of issues concern the standard of living - these relations cover problems such as the correspondences between income  costs and prices. They include salaries, pensions and benefits. They also include issues related to the periodic updating of the minimum salary, pensions, minimum income, wages, and insurance benefits, 


Industry- and branch-specific councils for tripartite cooperation are composed of representatives of the respective ministry or agency and representatives of the trade unions and employer organisations at the level of the industry or branch.


The activity of these councils is characterised predominantly by their regular meetings.

The decisions of the councils for tripartite cooperation are adopted by consensus. Subsidiary bodies may be established to support and prepare for the various activities of the councils for tripartite cooperation. The subsidiary bodies at the National Council for Tripartite Cooperation include its Secretariat and its five Standing Committees. 


In the case of industry- and branch specific councils the subsidiary bodies are specialised commissions or working groups instituted on a parity basis, i.e. with an equal number of representatives from each of the three parties participating in them.


Other bodies for tripartite cooperation established under special laws are:

· The Supervisory Board of the National Insurance Institute (Article 35, Paragraph 1 of the Social Security Code);

· National Council on Working Conditions (Article 32 of the Health and Safety at Work Act);

· National Council for Promotion of Employment (Article 8 of the Employment Promotion Act);

· National Advisory Council for Vocational Qualifications of the Workforce (Article 59 of the Employment Promotion Act);

· Assembly of Representatives of the National Health Insurance Fund (Article 7 of the Health Insurance Act) and

· Council for Social Assistance (Article 4 of the Social Assistance Act).

A new form of social dialogue was created in Bulgaria with the establishment of the Economic and Social Council (ESC). The Council is an institution with a wider scope which involves representatives of organised civil society. With a view to implement organised civil dialogue ESC continues, complements, and expands to a new level the social dialogue between the structures of civil society, as well as between them and the government, on various issues of public importance. ESC is a typical form of direct participatory democracy, operating through the concerted actions and close cooperation between the major civic organisations in the country and the public authorities.

The Economic and Social Council Act adopted by the Bulgarian National Assembly in 2001 regulates the status of ESC as a permanent institutional form of social and civil dialogue as well as a body providing consultancy on economic and social policy mediating between the President of the Republic, the National Assembly, the Council of Ministers and the structures of organised civil society. The activity of ESC begins with its first plenary session held on 10 December 2003, and since April 2008 it has continued in its second four-year term.  ESC has its own budget, its own premises and its own administration to assist its activities. 

Bulgaria is the first of the new member states of the fifth EU enlargement, in which the Economic and Social Council was established and successfully developed as a new type of institution modelled on the European Economic and Social Council. It does not include representatives of the government which makes it an advisory body entirely independent of the executive and legislative powers. For the period of its operation ESC has established itself as a Bulgarian civil parliament bringing together different organisations of the civil society which share common interests. In its opinions, resolutions and analyses adopted by absolute consensus ESC provides to the legislative and executive branches of government the consolidated positions and proposals of the members of the Council on important public issues - economic, social, demographic, etc. The ESC Act stipulates that the acts of the Council must be adopted by a majority of not less than 75% of the members present at the session, while the decisions of President Board - by unanimity.

ESC is a unique type of institution which is characterised by the actual participation of the three major groups of civil society organisations:  employers, trade unions and other organisations with common interests. ESC consists of 36 members. Individual organisations participate proportionally - each one has 12 representatives. The President of the ESC is also its member. The President is elected by the National Assembly on the proposal of the Council of Ministers and is appointed following consultation of his candidacy with all organisations represented in the ESC. The members and the President of the Council serve a term of four years. In September 2003 the National Assembly elected President Prof. Lalko Dulevski and in January 2008 he was re-elected for a second term. The management bodies of the ESC are the Plenary Session, the President and the President Board.
Group I of the ESC consists of 12 members appointed by the governing bodies of employer organisations recognised as nationally representative. In Bulgaria there are 6 organisations that fall into this category: the Bulgarian Industrial Association, Bulgarian Chamber of Commerce, Confederation of Employers and Industrialists in Bulgaria, Association of Industrial Capital in Bulgaria, Bulgarian Union of Private Entrepreneurs "Vazrazhdane," and the Union for Private Economic Enterprise. Each of them participates in the ESC with two representatives.  Group II of the ESC includes 12 members appointed by the governing bodies of recognised nationally representative organizations of workers and employees. There are 2 organisations that fall into this category: the Confederation of Independent Trade Unions in Bulgaria and Confederation of Labour "Podkrepa." Each of them participates in the ESC with six representatives. Group III of the ESC comprises 12 members representing various civic organisations of farmers, production cooperatives of craftsmen, consumers, women, people with disabilities, pensioners and other social as well as two independent scholars - experts on problems of economic and social policy.

The work of ESC is devoted to the encouragement and promotion of constructive dialogue and consultation between the structures of civil society and the President of the Republic, the National Assembly, the Council of Ministers in the area of economic and social policy. ESC acts may be issued on the initiative of the President, the Chairperson of the National Assembly, and the Council of Ministers. ESC may prepare on its own initiative opinions, analyses and resolutions on legislative Bills, national programs and plans for economic and social development, current issues concerning the economic and social policy and civil society. Institutions on whose initiative ESC acts have been prepared and adopted as well as institutions to which ESC acts have been addressed invite representatives of the Councils when the respective issues are discussed and resolved. 

 Since its creation ESC has adopted 48 opinions, resolutions and analyses on the most significant economic, social, demographic, educational and other problems of strategic importance for the development of the country.

Most of the proposals of ESC were implemented in effective acts - laws, national strategies, national plans and programs adopted by different ministries on key issues related to the country's economic and social development.

In its activity ESC initiated and developed a new form of civil dialogue - open public consultation between the Council and the legislative and executive powers on strategic economic and social problems. This form of civil dialogue was codified in the amendments made to the ESC Act in 2008.  To date, ESC has conducted 12 public consultations. A significant number of the resultant proposals have been taken into consideration by the relevant governmental institutions when undertaking regulations and actions for the strategic development of the country.

