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The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on jobs and unemployment are two of the most
important challenges Europe faces. It is therefore urgent to respond to both the
economic crisis arising from the pandemic and the climate change crisis.
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Throughout history, reducing working hours has been useful in times of economic
collapse and recession, helping to promote decent work, the redistribution of
wealth and a move towards real equality of rights and opportunities.
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It is time to put into practice the four-day working week or cutting the working
week to 32 hours while maintaining wages, and thus to respond to the urgent need
to establish a new production model provoked by COVID-19 and underlined by
digitisation and task automation.
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Now that the climate agenda has started to gain momentum, we have the
responsibility to continue responding, moving from ecological transformation and
social justice to the major challenges of our decade. We cannot implement
solutions from the past that were condemned for increasing inequalities without
taking into account the climate challenge.
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The four-day working week or reducing the working week to 32 hours implies a
transformative change in the design of the economy that would contribute to the
well-being and quality of jobs, to a greater redistribution of wealth, and
ensure less pressure on natural resources.
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The measures adopted to alleviate and contain the effects of COVID-19 have had a
strong impact on working people with the almost total closure of non-essential
economic activities and with sectors, such as tourism, lacking a clear solution
in the short term.
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Likewise, the pandemic has led, on the one hand, to the rapid digitisation of
the world of work for the maintenance of certain productive activities. On the
other hand, it has contributed to enhancing the visibility of essential and
socially necessary jobs to sustain life, hardly recognised until now.
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In recent decades, an attempt has been made to promote the idea that we are
isolated individuals on the planet who can only prosper through competition,
which has reinforced the idea of individualism. There is also the conception
that hard work is virtuous and that people who are idle or have more free time
are dangerous or generate less confidence.
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We need to break with those assumptions. We have to change the general idea that
time spent on rest or leisure is wasted time, unproductive time or even a
situation to be ashamed of.
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From a social, economic, environmental and democratic point of view, the
European Green Party considers that a reduction in working hours could bring
many benefits, including:
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1. Safeguarding the environment
There is a strong correlation between long working hours and high carbon energy
consumption and carbon dioxide emissions. Moving towards a shorter working week
is consistent with the reduction of harmful emissions and the protection of
natural resources.
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2. Quality time, better health
Moving towards a shorter working week can help to bring about less stressful and
healthier lives. Long hours and overwork are known to trigger severe levels of
stress, negatively affecting our bodies as well as companies’ productivity.
Diseases associated with work, such as anxiety, stress and burnout, result in
significant damage to mental health, which is sometimes irreparable. Lack of
time may mean our diets are not as healthy as they should be, impacting
cardiovascular disease or weight-related problems.
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3. Co-responsibility as the gear lever
The persistence of gender inequality is also linked to the current working-time
structure. Women are usually the ones obliged to reduce their working hours and
subsequently their salaries to attend to care tasks. This reduction often
implies the abandonment of work and lower contributions to social security. In
addition, family time is confused with personal time.
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The reduction in working hours will provide a boost for family conciliation and
a more co-responsible care model. A shorter working day for everyone means
moving forward to balance these responsibilities between men and women and to
make society aware of the importance of caring in support of society itself.
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4. Enriching democracy
Democracy requires spaces for participation. If we do not enjoy quality time,
our involvement in the public sphere is relegated to the background and we run
the risk that other agents will take the floor on behalf of citizenry.
Therefore, the reduction in working hours will also promote social involvement
in public affairs, which will strengthen our democracies.
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All these points of view come together in a puzzle that represents the model of
life we want to build. Indeed, although we need to put an end to job insecurity
and alleviate social inequalities, we also need to improve companies’
productivity, generate a new culture of working time, and transform the
production model. We must rethink the economic model and move towards new, more
sustainable paradigms in economic, environmental and social terms.

74 Therefore, the European Green Party demands the European Union:
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• promotes the implementation of the four-day working week or the reduction of
the working week to 32 hours without a reduction in salary in a voluntary,
proactive and accompanying way among those companies that are willing to do so;
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• seeks an agreement on a common European calendar for implementation of the
reduction of the working week to four days or the reduction of the working week
to 32 hours without a cut in salary;
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• offers support, advice and guidance to enterprises and companies in order to
reduce working hours, as well as guaranteeing funding for training in
organisational innovation and aid for job creation.
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In addition, the European Green Party calls on unions, employers and Member
States to:
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• activate social dialogue for the implementation of a common strategy for
reducing working hours. Concrete programmes must be carried out in a concerted
manner and in dialogue with the social agents;
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• address all the appropriate labour reforms to adapt the pension system and
contributions from an eco-social point of view and not from austerity.
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