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European Economic and Social Committee
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT OBSERVATORY (SDO): 

2011 DRAFT WORK PROGRAMME 

1. Issues to be addressed in 2011

Four key issues will be at the forefront of the SDO's work in 2011: preparations for the 2012 World Conference on Sustainable Development in Rio, the ongoing international climate negotiations, the review of the EU Sustainable Development Strategy and pathways to a just and sustainable society. 

a) Sustainable Development Conference, Rio 2012

The United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (UNCSD) is scheduled to take place in Rio de Janeiro from 14 to 16 May 2012 – 20 years after the Rio Conference on Environment and Development, and ten years after the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development. The conference will address two main issues: 
1)
a "green" economy in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication; and
2)
the institutional framework for sustainable development.

European civil society input into the sustainable development summit is one of the priorities of Staffan Nilsson's presidency. The SDO bears overall responsibility for handling and coordinating the EESC's work. Rio 2012 will thus be one for the SDO's central concerns during the 2010-2012 period. A number of EESC sections will be involved in preparing civil society input, including NAT, REX (not least by organising round-table discussions with non-European partners) and TEN. The SDO will also be working closely with national sustainable development advisory councils, with the EEAC (the Network of European Environment and Sustainable Development

Advisory Councils), with the European Sustainable Development Network (ESDN), which brings together Member State representatives dealing with sustainable development issues, and with the national economic and social councils. 
In autumn 2009, the SDO held an initial conference in Brussels on Rio+20 and drew up an opinion that was adopted by the EESC plenary session in September 2010. A further own-initiative opinion setting out the Committee's definitive position for the global summit is expected to be drawn up in 2011. 

In autumn 2011, the SDO will be organising a major conference to lay the groundwork for the European position in Rio. 

b)
International climate negotiations
The international climate negotiations have always been a focus of the SDO's work. In addition to drafting opinions on the issue, SDO members have, since 2007, been involved in the UN negotiations in Bali, Poznań and Copenhagen, and will also be part of the Cancún negotiations later this year. In 2011, the Committee expects the Commission to issue a communication – on which the SDO would then draft an opinion – on the continuation of the negotiations post-Cancún and pre-South Africa (where talks are scheduled for late 2011). If the Commission does not refer the matter to the Committee, the SDO should draw up an own-initiative opinion. 
c)
EU Sustainable Development Strategy 
In 2011, the European Council is set to decide the timeframe for the next review of the EU Sustainable Development Strategy (SDS). The Commission is expected to publish a communication on the issue in the second half of 2011. The next EU SDS progress report is also due in 2011. The SDO has repeatedly called for a comprehensive review to be conducted without delay – not least in terms of clarifying the interplay with the EU-2020 strategy. 

The Committee expects a referral on a Commission communication on this issue next year too, but if that fails to materialise, the SDO should draw up an own-initiative opinion, setting out proposals for how the SDS should be reframed. 
d)
Pathways to a just and sustainable society
Europe and the world are set to see major changes over the coming decades. Globalisation, climate change, demographic change, threatened biodiversity loss, resource shortages and new departures to secure sustainable jobs are just some of the challenges Europe will have to face. The question is: how, against that backdrop, can we ensure the development of a sustainable, just society that does not overexploit natural resources and gives everyone a share of prosperity and work. As a cross-sectoral body, the SDO will be addressing a range of future challenges, seeking to place them in a wider context and submitting recommendations for forward-looking policy.
The SDO will ask for the establishment of a permanent study group on this question. As on other issues, it will thereby seek to work together closely with the EESC sections, the CCMI, the other observatories and sustainability stakeholders from outside the Committee in order to achieve optimum synergistic benefits. 
e)
Other possible topics
In addition to the priority issues set out above, the SDO will also have the opportunity to consider other policy issues in the coming year, albeit on a lesser scale. Possible topics might include: 
-
the social challenges involved in adapting to climate change;
-
the inclusion of sustainability issues in the next financial perspective;
-
future mobility;
-
obstacles to sustainable behaviour and ways to overcome them; 
-
the sustainable development opportunities of bionics. 
It will also be possible to respond to new issues and incorporate them into the SDO's work. 
2. SDO meetings schedule for 2011

The SDO is scheduled to hold six meetings in 2011, each focusing on one or more priority issues. The following table outlines the key issues likely to be discussed at each meeting, although other matters of topical interest may of course also be addressed. 
	DATE
	PRIORITY ISSUES


	14 January

	Rio 2012, appraisal of the Cancún climate negotiations

	23 March

	EU Sustainable Development Strategy, pathways to a just and sustainable society 

	19 May

	Rio 2012, inclusion of sustainability issues in the next financial perspective 

	28 June

	Pathways to a just and sustainable society

	29 September


	Major conference on Rio 2012

	24 November


	Climate negotiations in South Africa
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Sustainable Development Observatory (SDO):

input into the sustainability debate in Europe


In the four years since it was set up in 2006, the Sustainable Development Observatory (SDO) has evolved to become a key element of the EESC's internal political work and an active partner of the EU institutions and the relevant networks on sustainability issues. During the new term of office, this work is set to continue and develop further.

The SDO has six key areas of activity:

1. Input into framing the EU Sustainable Development Strategy (EU SDS)

As part of the June 2006 EU Sustainable Development Strategy, the European Council invited the EESC to prepare input to the biennial progress report on implementation of the SDS. In 2007 and 2009, the SDO drew up opinions on the issue and intends to address the question again in the future. In 2011, a decision is expected on the timeframe for the next review of the EU Sustainable Development Strategy.

2. A forum in which to discuss current and future sustainability issues 

The SDO has become an established forum in which to discuss key sustainability issues. For instance, it has, in the past, arranged conferences or debates on issues such as sustainable mobility, sustainable cities and on various facets of climate change and a sustainable economy. The own-initiative opinions also regularly address cross-sectoral issues in a bid to take forward the sustainability debate in Europe. The SDO is entitled to issue two own-initiative opinion a year. A list of SDO opinions adopted during the last term of office is appended to the 2010 end-of-term report.

3. A forum for the exchange of best practice

From the outset, the SDO has been keen to draw on practical examples to show how civil society organisations are conducting sustainability projects and how these can be replicated elsewhere. This is done not only through debates but also by putting information about best practice online on the SDO homepage: http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.sdo-best-practice. 

4. Mainstreaming sustainability in EESC opinions 

As in all parliamentary-style assemblies, the individual subcommittees cover a range of different issues. The SDO seeks to ensure that opinions with a strong bearing on sustainable development take due account of all aspects of sustainability – economic, environmental, social – at an early stage in the process. In this way, the SDO helps ensure that the political message is coherent and cogent. 

To that end, the sections have the option of referring opinions to the SDO at the early stages of drafting, before they are submitted to the section for adoption. So far, only the NAT section has availed itself of this option. However, the SDO will work so that, in future, other sections too involve it more fully in the opinion-drafting process. 

Another practice that has proved worthwhile has been to invite section rapporteurs to discuss their draft opinions with SDO members and to take the opportunity to propose amendments. 

The SDO is also responsible for coordinating the Committee's work on the 2012 World Conference on Sustainable Development and on climate and energy policy. 

5. Coordinating the EESC's position in the sustainability debate with the EU institutions and stakeholders

The SDO is in regular contact with the sustainable development stakeholders in all the EU institutions, including the European Commission secretariat-general and environment directorate-general, the rotating EU presidency and MEPs with a particular interest in these issues. The same applies to the UN Commission for Sustainable Development (CSD), the European sustainability networks such as the EEAC (European Environment and Sustainable Development Advisory Councils) and the ESDN (European Sustainable Development Network), the WBCSD (World Business Council for Sustainable Development), and various non-governmental organisations.

These organisations are regularly invited to SDO events and SDO members attend their events too. A number of joint conferences have also been staged.

There is, therefore, ongoing dialogue with the key players on sustainability issues and the EESC has been able to establish itself as a permanent feature in the European debate. 

6. Helping improve the EESC's environmental performance

The SDO has consistently supported EMAS certification within the EESC and will continue its commitment to keeping its ecological footprint down over the coming years – and to reducing it still further. 
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