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In 2009, the EESC was awarded the prestigious “Ecodynamic Enterprise” label by the Brussels 
Institute for Management of the Environment (IBGE), obtaining 3 stars, the highest level 
possible. This label rewards organisations for good environmental performance.

She estimates that through the varied activi-

ties of member organisations, OBESSU reach-

es some 2 million school students each year. 

In September and October 2010, a group of 

OBESSU activists made a 10 000km bus trip 

through 15 European and Western Balkan 

countries, getting a direct insight into the 

challenges facing school students from Bos-

nia and Herzegovina to Finland. The ‘Light on 

the Rights’ Bus Tour secured the 3rd Civil Soci-

ety Prize for OBESSU. “It was a very intense and 

challenging project,” says Ms Galli. “But thanks 

to our member organisations and the enthu-

siasm and passion of our activists, it is one of 

the projects we are most proud of.

“We were extremely happy and excited about 

the prize,” she adds. “It is an important recog-

nition of our activities and an acknowledge-

ment that school student rights should be of 

concern to the whole of society, since school 

education profoundly influences the lives and 

futures of young people. We see the prize as 

a further push to promote the Declaration of 

School Student Rights, to work for improving 

the education systems in Europe, and to give 

a voice to school students.”

The background
Organised civil society is a crucial component 

of a healthy society. It encompasses all the 

many and varied communities and organisa-

tions in which individuals share their interests 

and express their opinions. The EESC is the 

only EU non-political body that directly repre-

sents all strands of organised civil society, and 

makes their voices heard within the European 

institutions. It enables representatives of 

business organisations, trade unions, profes-

sional associations and civic groups in the 27 

Member States to take part in formulating EU 

policies and decisions. 

The Committee launched the Civil Society 

Prize in 2006, to pay tribute to the efforts of 

active citizens everywhere. The competition is 

open to organisations working at European, 

national, regional or local level, anywhere in 

the EU. Past winners have included organi-

sations that have helped to develop a sense 

of European identity and solidarity through 

education, networking, campaigning, and the 

struggle against injustice.

The value of the prize, €30 000, is shared 

between the three winners, who also gain 

the kudos and acclaim flowing from such a 

prestigious award. 

The 2011 Civil Society Prize comes at a difficult 

time for the European Union, a time when it 

is more important than ever to champion 

the values underpinning the construction of 

Europe. That is why this year we are rewar-

ding those organisations that have worked 

to create a cohesive and inclusive European 

society, fostering mutual respect, freedom 

and tolerance. The selection board has also 

assessed the level of innovation, the number 

of people reached, and the long-term impact. 

Our winners demonstrate the best of what 

civil society can achieve. 

The Civil Society Prize selection board
Coming directly from civil society organisa-

tions, the EESC and its leadership have the 

knowledge and intuition to recognise what is 

outstanding, innovative and what really sets 

civil society initiatives apart.

EESC Selection board members:
Chair: Staffan Nilsson, President

Anna Maria Darmanin, Vice-President

Jacek Krawczyk, Vice-President

Henri Malosse, Group I President (Employers)

Georgios Dassis, Group II President (Employees)

Luca Jahier, Group III President (Various Interests)

Martin Westlake, Secretary-General

For more information:

European Economic and Social Committee:
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.organised-civil-society-prize-2011
Erasmus Student Network: http://www.esn.org/
European Alternatives: http://www.euroalter.com/
Organising Bureau of European School Student Unions: http://www.obessu.org/



“We campaign for an alternative Europe, a 

democratic Europe created by the people, 

where all citizens are equal, and not limited 

by the confines of national borders,” says Nic-

colo Milanese, co-president of European Al-

ternatives. The organisation’s current themes, 

often selected by members, include media 

freedom, combating discrimination against 

Roma, and above all, an alternative approach 

to the economic crisis. 

“We recruit, inform and train more and more 

citizens – especially young people – to be 

active Europeans, to express their desire for 

change and create the Europe they want to 

live in: a Europe of democracy and solidarity,” 

he explains. “We also take an alternative ap-

proach through culture and the arts.” The an-

nual Transeuropa Festival, which won the 2nd 

Civil Society Prize for European Alternatives, 

took place simultaneously in 12 European cit-

ies in May 2011, with music, films and exhibi-

tions as well as lectures and debates. 

European Alternatives is made up of individ-

ual members and local groups in some 17 EU 

countries plus Egypt, China, Serbia and Saudi 

Arabia. Since it was set up in 2007, it has gath-

ered several thousand members, and is grow-

ing rapidly as activism increases around the 

economic crisis. 

European Alternatives was “proud and over-

joyed” to secure the Civil Society Prize. “We 

have chosen to do things independently of 

EU institutions, so we are very pleased when 

we receive institutional recognition, espe-

cially from the leaders of civil society around 

Europe,” acknowledges Mr Milanese. 

“At EU level, there’s often a feeling of acting in 

a bit of a vacuum, but prizes like this serve to 

bridge the gap between citizens and institu-

tions.” 

3rd prize: Organising Bureau of Eu-
ropean School Student Unions (OBES-
SU) – Light on the Rights Bus Tour

The Organising Bureau of European School 

Student Unions brings together national 

school student unions in secondary educa-

tion in 21 European countries. 

Since it was set up in Dublin, Ireland, in 1975, 

it has campaigned to boost school students’ 

rights and make their voices heard at EU level, 

to improve the quality of education, to end 

discrimination and injustice and to build co-

operation between school students across 

Europe. 

“Being organised gives a stronger voice to 

school students, who very often are not taken 

into consideration in the decision-making 

processes,” argues Secretary-General Viviana 

Galli. “In addition, it offers them the oppor-

tunity to share experiences, find common 

points and support each other.” 

We reward excellence 
in civil society 
initiatives
The Civil Society Prize is first of all a symbol, 

highlighting the excellence of initiatives gen-

erated by civil society players in Europe. We 

celebrate the achievements of civil society or-

ganisations which have had the ingenuity to 

develop projects that have had a positive im-

pact on Europeans’ lives, and have significantly 

contributed to promoting European identity 

and integration. This has been our overall aim 

with the Civil Society Prize ever since its crea-

tion. Former EESC president Anne Marie Sig-

mund rightly sensed the potential of such a 

prize. 

It is more usual for civil society organisations 

to be awarded grants from donors to imple-

ment a project. At the EESC we are looking at 

the excellence of initiatives already carried out: 

we want to reward them and celebrate them. 

The impact goes beyond the amount of mon-

ey we offer, as our winners acquire European 

public recognition and have the opportunity 

to meet our 344 members gathered together 

for a plenary session. 

With the Civil Society Prize, we try to respond 

every year to European societal needs. What 

has most worried me lately has been some 

gloomy trends in Europe, such as extremism, 

xenophobic populism, extreme nationalist 

movements, and political declarations which 

promote hate and separation rather than a 

sense of tolerance and solidarity. So, to coun-

teract all this, the theme of this year’s prize is 

Dialogue and participation for EU values: in-

tegration, diversity, solidarity and tolerance. I 

wanted our members and European networks 

to identify organisations across Europe which, 

through their projects, have promoted the 

social inclusion of citizens, tried to minimise 

the negative effects of xenophobia, combated 

discrimination on any basis, or promoted a 

fair treatment of migrants and of all types of 

minorities or citizens at a disadvantage. This is 

what I would call acting on the EU principle of 

solidarity! 

We received more than 50 nominations this 

year, which gave us some rich and really 

worthy initiatives to choose from. All organi-

sations nominated should be proud of their 

work, even if they are not among the winners. 

Having carefully evaluated all entries, our se-

lection board has chosen three outstanding 

examples. It was an enriching experience for 

us to get to know the projects and organisa-

tions nominated. I am delighted that we have 

found initiatives which, through dialogue and 

participation, have made a memorable contri-

bution to European society, acting on the val-

ues which keep it alive, humane and outward-

looking.  

Staffan Nilsson, President, European Economic 
and Social Committee

Civil Society Prize 
winners 2011

1st prize: Erasmus Student Network 
(ESN) – SocialErasmus project

The top award-winning Erasmus Student 

Network was set up in 1989, to support young 

people studying abroad through the Erasmus 

exchange programme created by the EU, 

and encourage them to take part in activities 

beneficial to their host community. 

It is now present in 36 countries, through a 

network of 391 university-based associations. 

Its 12 000 student volunteers organise pro-

grammes and activities for their visiting peers, 

reaching out to at least three-quarters of Eu-

rope’s 200 000 Erasmus participants. 

“We accompany international students when 

they arrive in their host city or university and 

make sure they find their way around,” explains 

ESN President Tania Berman. “We organise gui-

ded tours and cultural evenings, sports and 

other events.”

The network came into being just two years 

after the Erasmus programme itself. “What 

was missing most in the beginning was local 

contact,” notes Ms Berman.

The SocialErasmus project, for which ESN re-

ceived the Civil Society Prize, was launched in 

Poland in 2008. Since then, hundreds of stu-

dents have volunteered for tasks ranging from 

planting trees (over 10 000 in 2010) to playing 

Santa Claus for children in local hospitals. It 

has been so successful that it was chosen as 

the main ESN activity to celebrate the Erasmus 

programme’s 25th anniversary. “Some people 

think international students come, take what 

they want, and then leave. But this project 

shows local people the benefits of Erasmus, 

and creates real integration,” says Ms Berman.

“We are extremely happy with this award. Win-

ning the prize is recognition that international 

students can make a contribution to local 

communities.”

2nd prize: European Alternatives – 
Transeuropa Festival


