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Mister Secretary of State, Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am delighted to be here this evening, and to share the opening session of this 3rd International Conference on "Working on Safety" with representatives coming from so many countries and including such a wide range of stakeholders: government experts, representatives of research institutions and international organisations, experts on prevention, law enforcement and safety management systems - just to mention some of them.

The European Commission is particularly pleased to participate in this four-day International Conference, and I would like to thank the promoters and organisers of this event for convening and hosting it in such a special place.

The subjects we are debating within the framework of this Conference promise a very exiting exchange of views, since promoting the improvement of life and work conditions all over the world is a key challenge for the future of our policies in the field of health and safety at work.
Rapid change is shrinking our world. Globalisation and the changing nature of work affect both workers and their communities. More than ever before, we live in an interwoven, interdependent global economy.

And more than ever before, we need a global social conscience, a sound understanding of the new challenges we have to face and deal with in the future.

Changes can be scaring because they bring about unknown situations and often the need to adapt to new lifestyles. But at the same time they can bring about progress and for this reason we are also attracted by them. Policies can address and help these changes in a positive way. 

Workers' fundamental right to a safe and healthful working environment is part of this global social conscience, and today all of the Member States of the European Union are in the process of re-designing their occupational health and safety systems in a more integrated way. With a view to both promoting a new "safety culture" in the workplace and maximising each person's capacity to participate in the labour market, preventing any early exit from it.

And, at the same time, in the knowledge that a safe and healthy working environment is not incompatible with the need to support the competitiveness of enterprises — on the contrary, it represents a performance factor for the economy and for companies.

Indeed, the European approach to health and safety at work considers the protection of workers as well as the improvement of the work environment to be essential elements of a quality-based economy.

In this regard, the economic and social modernisation strategy decided upon at the Lisbon European Council in March 2000 has given us a road map until 2010.
It has taught us that Europe is today engaged in an irreversible transition towards a “knowledge-based” economy, where growth and competitiveness rest on innovation and knowledge, but also on social cohesion and sustainable development.

The adoption of the European Social Agenda, in December 2000, set out the main guidelines for social and employment policy, making the promotion of quality the strategic principle of these policies.

Based on this strong foundation, a new European Community Strategy on Health and Safety at Work was adopted in 2002 covering the period until 2006.

This strategy adopts a global approach to well-being at work, taking account of changes in the world of work and the emergence of new risks, especially of a psychosocial nature.

It also points up the importance of consolidating a culture of risk prevention by combining a variety of policy instruments (legislation, social dialogue, progressive measures and best practices, corporate social responsibility, economic incentives and mainstreaming) and developing partnerships between all the actors involved.
Europe is planning ahead, but more needs to be done to preserve our European Social Model into the coming years and beyond. We must address new challenges and adapt to an ever-changing economic and social environment. 
This is the reason why the European Commission is currently working at a new Community strategy on health and safety at work for the period 2007-2012, which may be adopted by the end of this year.

But we also have to link up with work being done in a larger international context.

I think that we can all agree on the fact that safety culture requires at least three essential commitments: a commitment from enterprises to implement occupational health and safety management systems; a commitment for participation and involvement in such systems by the workers themselves, and in this era of economic globalisation, a political commitment to create a worldwide framework so that local action on safety and health is not undermined by macrosystemic disturbances and incoherence.
These are the reasons why we intensively need to share our experiences and to enhance our capacity of dialogue and integration. 
And it is just for these reasons that we are all here today: to identify achievements and possible key follow-up steps and to improve comparability of our respective OSH management systems.

With that in mind, let me conclude by wishing you a very pleasant and profitable discussion during this four-day International Conference.
Minister, Ladies and Gentlemen,

I thank you for your kind attention.
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