Ladies and gentlemen,
Let me first of all thank the European economic and social committee for inviting me to speak here today. It is an important event not only because sustainable design is important, but also because it is organised by the economic and social committee, demonstrating that the interest in design is spreading among European institutions.

I work with Innovation Policy in the European Commission. We have been asked by the European Council to provide Europe with a new Innovation Policy, building on what exists already, but also adding what is missing.

I would like to say a few words about the context in which we are preparing this new innovation policy: the crisis and the strategy that will replace our current Lisbon strategy for Growth and Jobs, the so-called EU2020 strategy.

The two are of course interlinked, the crisis and the European strategy. We are now experiencing a deep economic crisis. But it is not only an economic crisis. At the same time as growth goes down, we are facing tremendous environmental challenges, not least the challenge of climate change. And, simultaneously, Europe is facing social challenges, linked to inequality, social exclusion, the ageing population – to mention a few. The EU2020 strategy aims at responding to these challenges, and I encourage everyone to respond to the public consultation which is open until 15 January.
What is the response of the Commission in terms of innovation policy? It has been said for some time now that innovation is essential for competitiveness and productivity of companies. This remains true. It is however also true that to solve the challenges that Europe is facing today, we cannot let innovation be the prerogative of private enterprise. Innovation and creativity, the principal human quality that feeds innovation, are necessary in all spheres of life. Creativity is not only for artists, innovation not only for the scientists and the engineers. That is the key message of the European Year of Creativity and Innovation 2009.
That is also why, in general, when the Commission speaks about innovation, we have a broad understanding of the word. Innovation is not only about high tech manufacturing and big companies, it is also about non-technological innovation, about small and medium sized companies and about services, even about public services. Research is necessary to build a knowledge society, but it is not the only driver of innovation. Skills, excellence in management, new organisational methods and business models are also important, as is design.
And now I come to the actual topic of this evening: design, sustainable design. In the context of innovation policy, we have been looking into the importance of design for a year and a half now. We have been looking at design not primarily as a sector, but as an innovation activity performed by in-house designers, design consultants or even by non-designers. 

What did we find? We have looked into existing research and found that companies that do design are more profitable, grow faster and innovate more than those that do not. Even, the countries that are good at design tend also to have a higher GDP per capita.
But our interest does not stop at the purely economic importance of design. We believe that design is an activity that has the potential to make innovation more human-centred and more sustainable from both an environmental and social point of view. This is the case when the designer puts user considerations in the centre of the design activity, and when the designer aims at taking environmental considerations into account, such as quality, recycling considerations, a responsible choice of materials, etc. Such thinking is not only crucial for building a sustainable future, but, as a bonus, creates market opportunities.
The Commission therefore published a document in April this year on design as a driver of user-centred innovation. On the basis of this document, we launched a public consultation, open to everyone, not least the social partners. We received more than 500 replies, which is very good for a topic where the degree of organisation has so far been relatively low.

91 percent of responding organisations feel that design is very important for the future competitiveness of Europe. 71 percent consider that design is very important to achieve social objectives. 72 percent consider that design is very importance to achieve environmental objectives.

In addition, 91 percent consider that initiatives in support of design should be taken at EU level, 96 percent think that such initiatives should be an integral part of innovation policy.

Considering the potential of design, and the ambition of European Innovation Policy to address societal challenges and to make innovation more human-centred and sustainable, it should come as no surprise that we are striving to better integrate design into our policies. I mentioned before the public consultation on the EU2020 strategy. If you feel that such a view of innovation and design should be an important part of Europe’s future strategy, or whatever your views are, now is the time to make your voice heard.
Finally, I would like to encourage the young designers that are present here tonight. You help creating a sustainable present and a sustainable future, and we believe in you. Thank you for coming and for having participated in this competition. Keep up the ambition.
Thank you.

