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2017 marks the 500th anniversary of the year 
when Martin Luther is purported to have nailed 
his Ninety-five Theses to the door of All Saints’ 
Church in Wittenberg. An epic event, which 
directly influenced five centuries of European 
history, religious, moral and philosophical 
reflection, until this day. Whilst the religious 
dimension of this event is clearly a matter for 
personal reflection and interpretation, History 
puts three issues at its centre: the necessity for 
reform, respect for social justice and the societal 
revolution resulting from the invention of the 
printing press.

Europe in 2017 is also on the brink of change, 
with serious socio-economic challenges, both 

future. Concretely, within the context of a 
possible European Pillar of Social Rights, our 
Group defended the following three points:

Firstly, the European Pillar of Social Rights 
should cover all citizens throughout the life cycle, 
including those who are excluded or are unable 
to participate in the labour market. The Pillar 
must provide a positive project for European 
citizens and respond to the increasing poverty 
and inequalities. Within this context, social 
investment will play a pivotal role, notably in the 
social, health, education and housing policies 
and services, as well as in social protection.

Secondly, the debates surrounding a possible Pil-
lar clearly demonstrate the importance of reform-
ing the Welfare State, moving beyond public au-
thorities. Social investment, the social economy, 
social enterprises and social innovation have a key 
role to play in these reforms and in the provision 
and access to quality services for all citizens.

Thirdly, it is imperative to link the debate on 
a Pillar of Social Rights with the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development. We must face 
our common future in a coherent and holistic 
manner, balancing all dimensions of sustainable 
growth. To this end, the European Semester and 
the National Reform Programmes should become 
the principle vehicles for the implementation of 
a future Pillar.

Finally, without doubt, what have been the 
most important achievements of the EESC over 
the last nine months within the context of the 
Pillar, are the 28 national debates involving 
nearly 1800 local civil society representatives. 
European citizens spoke directly, openly and 
with confidence. Now it is time for the EU to 
listen and to act! 

EDEditorial Luca JAHIER (IT)
President of the
Various Interests’ Group

political extremism and apathy, grave disunity 
and a degree of trepidation and fear regarding 
the consequences of digitalisation and the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution. It is within this context that 
the European Economic and Social Committee 
(EESC) adopted its Opinion on a European Pillar of 
Social Rights, as the Committee’s contribution to 
the Commission’s consultation. 

As the Various Interests Group, our position on 
the topic has been clear from the beginning. Mr 
Von Rompuy, former President of the Council 
encapsulated our views very well when he stated: 
“We need a Europe that cares”. We do indeed need 
a Europe which empowers, protects and defends 
its citizens, a sustainable Europe for a sustainable 
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BACKGROUND
On 25 January, the EESC adopted the opinion on the outline of a 
European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) proposed by the European 
Commission to build “a deeper and fairer Economic and Monetary 
Union (EMU)” and achieve a “triple A social Europe”. The debate took 
place in the presence of Marianne Thyssen, European Commissioner 
for Employment, Social Affairs, Skills and Labour Mobility, and Maria 
João Rodrigues, the European Parliament’s rapporteur on the EPSR.
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European Pillar of Social Rights

The opinion sets out the Committee’s initial ideas and proposals to 
address some of the major challenges confronting Europe today. The 
Committee emphasised that the EPSR must offer a positive project 
for all – with policies to facilitate the increase of employment, social 
progress and productivity as the underlying factors for sustainable 
growth, and national welfare systems and labour markets that are 
adaptable and fit for the future. The EESC believes that the future 
of work should be a key priority in debates on the Pillar to ensure 
it is fair and inclusive and leads to social progress. Contrary to the 
Commission’s original suggestion to initially apply the EPSR to the 
Eurozone only, the EESC is of the opinion that the EPSR should be 
applied to all the Member States, while acknowledging that particular 
instruments/mechanisms may be needed for the Eurozone. 

The opinion, which was requested by Commission President Jean-
Claude Junker and is the result of several months’ work, has been 
drawn up by rapporteurs Jacek Krawczyk, President of the EESC’s 
Employers’ Group, Gabriele Bischoff, President of the EESC’s Workers’ 
Group, and Luca Jahier, President of the EESC’s Various Interests 
Group. It draws on the outcomes of national debates organised by 
members of the EESC in all 28 Member States, with consultations 
involving some 1800 representatives of civil society organisations.

Europe III

Luca Jahier, President of the Various Interests’ Group of the EESC, Gabrielle Bischoff, President of the Workers’ Group of the EESC
and Jacek Krawczyk, President of the Employers’ Group of the EESC
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Below, you can read statements made by Members and expert who were actively 
involved in the debates surrounding the European Pillar of Social Rights

Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EL) 
National Confederation of Disabled People (ESAEA)
Vice President Various Interests’ Group

The EU is facing structural inequalities, social exclusion and discrimination. 
These phenomena have resulted in the increased marginalization of a 
significant number of European citizens. At present, the situation is as 
follows: poverty is increasing, unemployment rates – especially among 
young people – are still rising, social insurance and social protection systems 
are under pressure and the refugee/migrant crisis has not been successfully 
tackled. In fact, these developments are eroding the foundations of the 
EU project, leading to an impasse. The European Pillar of Social Rights is 
too little; hopefully it is not too late. The European Commission and the 
EU institutions as a whole should put forward a holistic initiative in order 
to ensure that European citizens in all Member States have the capacity 
and opportunity to fully enjoy their social rights. In our era, rights need to 
involve delivering better living conditions and more social security. As a 
result citizens should feel that the EU creates positive prospects in a very 
inclusive manner. The European Pillar of Social Rights has to be part and 
parcel of a new positive narrative for a sustainable European future and 
prosperity for all.

Séamus BOLAND (IE) 
Irish Rural Link 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

The EESC opinion a European Pillar of Social Rights is a welcome addition 
to the debate began by President Junker in his speech in September 2015.

The European Union is built on the need to construct and maintain a social 
model, where citizens can participate in a society that values equality and 
social justice. This means a constant striving by all of its institutions to 
prioritise such values, especially in times of crisis. Currently, many citizens 
have lost their jobs or are forced to make major sacrifices in terms of 
preserving existing jobs. This means unacceptable pay cuts, loss of social 
benefits and other rights, all contributing to rising poverty statistics. 

The refusal to honour Article 3 TEU, which prioritises sustainable 
development in the area of work and social protection, demonstrates 
that Europe despite its lofty goals is deficient when it comes to upholding 
the dignity of people affected by poverty. Apart from the immediate 
consequences for families, the European Union as an entity lost its appeal 
to citizens. 

In the consultation process, which contributed to the opinion across all of 
EU member states, the reality of everyday situations was demonstrated. 
Indeed all of the EU institutions would do well if they would emulate this 
process. The view, that the institutions are out of reach from citizens and 
simply do not understand their day to day situations is growing to the point 
where the EU as a model of governance is in crisis. With 20 million citizens 
classed as living in poverty, the European Pillar of Social Rights needs 
continuous prioritisation by President Junker, the Commission, institutions 
and of course the EESC.

Pavel TRANTINA (CZ) 
Czech Council of Children and Youth - President SOC section 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

Preparing the EESC Opinion on the European Pillar of Social Rights was 
probably our most difficult exercise of 2016. Having three group presidents 
as rapporteurs highlighted the importance which our Committee ascribed 
to this dossier. 

As president of the Section for Employment, Social Affairs and Citizenship, 
I am especially proud of our members for having held debates with organ-
ised civil society in all Member States. What will remain from this exercise 
is a detailed overview of the opinions of local civil society actors in the 28 
Member States. I therefore strongly encourage you to read these reports. 
The reports show how crucial it is to communicate effectively about the 
EPSR and to continue our debates at national level, not only in the Brus-
sels bubble. It is a perfect example of how the EU cares for all citizens.

As a Group III member, I would like to highlight the work carried out by oth-
er civil society organisations. In addition to the very important work of the 
social partners, we need to acknowledge the role of non-governmental 
organisations in claiming and acting on social rights. This was probably 
not very visible at the European Commission’s large-scale conference on 23 
January, but is a daily reality across Europe. 

We are very much looking forward to hearing more about the roadmap for 
implementing the Social Pillar. We have set high expectations with the con-
sultation on the Social Pillar. Let’s begin to move from words to actions!

Alain Coheur (BE) 
Union Nationale des Mutualités Socialistes/Solidaris 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

When attending various working party meetings, Group III delegates have 
endeavoured to highlight the inextricable links between economic and 
social factors, and the role played by those involved in the social economy 
at all levels.

Alongside social dialogue, the European social model should also be 
based on dialogue with civil society. Within civil society, social economy 
enterprises are particularly well placed to put into practice the Commission’s 
recommendations on social investments.

Whilst emphasising the role of public authorities in ensuring universal high-
quality, accessible and affordable social services, the opinion recognises that 
these services can be provided by non-profit-making bodies, as is already 
the case in some EU countries. Civil society organisations, especially social 
partners, social enterprises and mutual associations, play an important 
role in the development, implementation, application and monitoring of 
social security and health insurance schemes. Moreover, closer cooperation 
between all parties involved can contribute to a more effective and efficient 
use of public resources in the implementation of social policies.

The opinion recognises the importance of social innovation in tackling 
not only demographic and societal changes but also emerging social 
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challenges which call for new types of organisation to fund and provide 
services. Through enhanced cooperation between public authorities, 
social and economic stakeholders and social economy enterprises we can 
maintain universal access to social services. The European Commission 
and the Member States must ensure that major instruments such as 
procurement and the European Structural and Investment Funds are used 
to support social innovation and social economy enterprises.

Finally, the opinion highlights the particular and important role played by 
the social economy, including social enterprises, in delivering economic 
and social solutions. The sector constitutes a key element of the European 
social model and directly contributes to social and economic cohesion and 
change, fairer income and wealth distribution and active citizenship.

Miguel Angel CABRA DE LUNA (ES) 
Spanish Confederation of Social Economy Enterprises 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

THE SOCIAL PILLAR: MORE NEEDED THAN NEVER

I am particularly proud of the work the EESC has been doing over the last 
months on the Social Pillar. As the home of organised civil society we have 
contributed significantly and enriched the Commission’s proposals. 

I have devoted the last 30 years of my career and contributed modestly 
to building a social Europe, working in different positions and institutions 
(first as a young director-general for Social Security with the Spanish 
Government, later on as secretary-general of the Red Cross and most 
recently as a representative of disability and social economy movements). I 
strongly believe that the Social Pillar has the potential to help build a more 
social Europe. 

A social Europe is now more urgent and more imperative than ever. The 
EU’s credibility, legitimacy and ultimately its long-term viability will 
be dependent on building strong social foundations across the whole 
European integration process. The Social Pillar on its own will not be 
enough. The EU cannot only rely on the willingness and goodwill of the 
Member States; instead it has to practice what it preaches. A good way to 
move from words to actions would be to rapidly adopt long overdue policy 
and regulatory initiatives such as the Non-Discrimination Directive, an 
ambitious European Accessibility Act and an Action Plan for the promotion 
of the Social Economy in Europe. They can all count on the full endorsement 
of the EESC and of the European organised civil society we are honoured to 
represent.

Ronny LANNOO (BE) 
UNIZO organisation of SMEs & independent professionals 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

“This is also the European social pillar for micro businesses, 
sole traders and professionals”

The European Pillar of Social Rights should be based on the right balance 
between economic and social factors and should cover the European Union 

as a whole – although some additional tools might be necessary for the 
Euro area. The Pillar should help adapt the EU social model and EU Social 
Policy to new economic and social realities. The Pillar should contribute to 
the convergence of results and not of means. The Pillar should be a new 
driver for reforms, through well targeted benchmarks embedded in the 
European Semester. For SMEs, the priorities are as follows: supporting 
entrepreneurship, including self-employment as a major source of 
jobs, boosting employment participation and tackling unemployment, 
in particular youth and long-term unemployment, reducing poverty, 
enhancing the employability of current and future workforce and fostering 
job creation in the new economy through increased SME competitiveness 
and growth.

The Pillar should aim to promote access to the skills which make enterprises 
more competitive and workers’ more employable, by setting up a renewed 
flexibility and security concept which ensures the right balance on both 
sides, has effective active labour market policies, ensures sustainable social 
protection and welfare systems that do not discourage the uptake of jobs 
and enables the labour taxation necessary to make work pay. SMEs consider 
the EU social acquis to be broad enough. Instead of adding new rights for 
workers, the current EU rules should be better implemented at national 
level and when necessary adapted to the changes in the labour market, 
notably new forms of work. The Pillar should fully respect the subsidiarity 
principle and division of competences between EU and national level. 
Social partners should have a major role to play. 

The essence of the above social concerns – put forward by the self-employed, 
professionals and SME – employers are included in EESC opinion. Rightly, 
the opinion can count on broad support from our Committee thanks to 
the three rapporteurs. It is now important to implement the systematic 
advice provided. Without a well-functioning economy, it is not possible 
to focus on prosperity and well-being as part of a good social security 
system for workers and the self-employed. 91% of European employers 
employ less then 10 people. They are comprised of micro-enterprises 
and the self-employed. Without taking them into account a strong social 
pillar is not possible. That is why the social partners and our Committee 
should continue to evaluate and monitor the Pillar’s development at the 
Commission and in the Member States.

Karolina DRESZER-SMALEC (PL) 
National Federation of Polish NGOs 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

The Pillar of Social Rights is a key initiative for the future of the inhabitants 
of Europe. Firstly, with regards to the task at hand, this is the first time that 
such a comprehensive review of existing social rights has been carried out. 
Well-functioning, fair labour markets and social protection systems are key 
factors in ensuring the welfare of the European people.

Secondly, the operating method used by the Pillar is extremely important. 
An extensive consultation project, which includes the social partners, non-
governmental organizations and, most significantly, the inhabitants of 
Europe offers the chance to develop solutions which meet existing needs.

The Pillar of Social Rights is an opportunity to build a solid foundation that 
will strengthen our common home, Europe.

European Pillar of Social Rights

Europe III



Valentina Caimi (IT) 
Social Platform - Expert of EESC President of Group III for the 
opinion on the European Pillar of social rights

Civil society response to the consultation on the European 
Pillar of Social Rights

Social Platform, the largest alliance of civil society organisations fighting 
for social justice and participatory democracy in the European Union 
(EU), believes that the European Pillar of Social Rights could improve the 
socio-economic and employment situation in the EU (not only Eurozone 
countries) if it ensures that everybody is protected by universal adequate 
social standards. To this end, it recalls the importance of the three core 
principles that form the backbone of comprehensive economic and social 
models: quality employment, adequate income support, and access to 
quality, affordable and accessible services. Firstly, quality employment 
encompasses several important dimensions such as the security of 
contracts, work-life balance and adequate minimum wages. Secondly, to 
ensure adequate income support to people who are not working and do not 
get support from other sources, minimum income schemes are essential 
to ensure dignified lives, participation in society and independence across 
the life cycle for all. Finally, access to quality, affordable and accessible 
care, social, health, housing, education and life-long learning services 
contributes to decent living conditions and well-being. These constitute 
key investments in the long run. The twenty principles highlighted by the 
European Commission should not be overshadowed by an overwhelming 
focus on the risks and opportunities linked to digitalisation and new forms 
of employment. The meaningful involvement of civil society, the social 
economy and people is an essential element in ensuring that the Pillar is 
successfully implemented. View the full response and members’ responses 
for specific recommendations on the twenty principles.

COMECE, the Commission of the Bishops’ Conferences of the European 
Community, recommends that the EU develop the social dimension of the 
European integration project, creating a fair balance between solidarity and 
subsidiarity. The Pillar should be implemented in all Member States through 
legislative and non-legislative measures. The EU labour law acquis should 
be updated with regards to new forms of employment and reconciling 
family and work life, including the right to a common weekly day of rest. 
The Commission should enforce social rights – in particular the principles 
related to education and social protection – through the Country-Specific 
Recommendations in the European Semester. 

REVES, the European Network of Cities and Regions for the Social 
Economy, believes that the principles enshrined in the Pillar should be 
applied to all EU and national policies. This includes integrating the social 
criteria into the European Semester to a greater extent. Social rights should 
be guaranteed to all people and not only those in employment. Minimum 
income schemes, personalized labour market integration pathways and 
investment in quality education and social services are key. Policies to 
promote job creation should not only focus on self-employment but 
also on collective entrepreneurship that is practiced in the field of social 
economy. Participative governance and better involvement of local and 
regional authorities are pre-conditions for the success of the Pillar.

We need something to enable us to promote the European, cooperative 
way as the only real sustainable solution that will enable EU farmers to 

keep farming in this challenging competitive globalised market. To be 
able to keep our family farms structures and not mega farms what we 
see elsewhere. Hopefully it will be good opportunity to raise cooperative 
related issues within Group III and at the same time promote EESC ideas 
and values to EU cooperatives 

Social Platform’s members:

AGE Platform Europe

Autism Europe

Caritas Europa

CECOP-CICOPA Europe – European Confederation of Workers’ 
Cooperatives, Social Cooperatives and Participative Enterprises

COFACE Families Europe  

EAEA – European Association for the Education of Adults

EAPN – European Anti-Poverty Network

EASPD – The European Association of Service Providers for 
Persons with Disabilities

EDF – European Disability Forum 

ENSIE – European Network of Social Integration Enterprises

Eurochild

Eurodiaconia

FEANTSA – European Federation of National Organisations 
working with the Homeless

Housing Europe – The European Federation of Public, 
Cooperative Social Housing

MHE – Mental Health Europe

SOLIDAR

YFJ – European Youth Forum

European Women’s Lobby

NGO coalition:

Social Services Europe

Statement by 8 NGOs “MEPs must fully honour its work -life 
balance pledges in the European Pillar of Social Rights”

Recommendations of the EU Alliance for investing in children

http://www.socialplatform.org/documents/social-platform-response-to-the-public-consultation-on-the-european-pillar-of-social-rights/
http://www.age-platform.eu/policy-work/news/age-makes-recommendations-strong-eu-pillar-social-rights
http://www.autismeurope.org/files/files/pillar-of-social-rights-ae.pdf
www.caritas.eu/news/incorporate-european-social-charter-in-pillar-of-social-rights?utm_source=Caritas+Europa+Newsletter+Subscribers&utm_campaign=3f80888456-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2017_02_03&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_22b303b08c-3f80888456-373088281
http://www.cecop.coop/IMG/pdf/cecop_position_on_the_european_pillar_of_social_rights.pdf
http://www.cecop.coop/IMG/pdf/cecop_position_on_the_european_pillar_of_social_rights.pdf
http://www.coface-eu.org/europe/recommendations-for-the-pillar/
http://www.eaea.org/en/home/in-focus/archive/eaea-response-to-the-european-pillar-of-social-rights.html?p666=5
http://www.eapn.eu/15644-2/
http://www.easpd.eu/en/content/european-pillar-social-rights-must-make-difference-people
http://www.easpd.eu/en/content/european-pillar-social-rights-must-make-difference-people
http://www.edf-feph.org/social-pillar
http://www.ensie.org/employment
http://www.eurochild.org/news/news-details/article/the-european-pillar-of-social-rights/?tx_news_pi1%5Bcontroller%5D=News&tx_news_pi1%5Baction%5D=detail&cHash=abb8fe7a324fd435a2625574d3760d5c
https://www.eurodiaconia.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Eurodiaconia-Response-to-the-EC-Consultation.pdf
http://www.feantsa.org/en/feantsa-position/2016/11/07/5-key-principles-for-implementing-the-housing-priority-of-the-european-pillar-of-social-rights?bcParent=27
http://www.feantsa.org/en/feantsa-position/2016/11/07/5-key-principles-for-implementing-the-housing-priority-of-the-european-pillar-of-social-rights?bcParent=27
http://www.housingeurope.eu/resource-842/towards-a-more-preventive-efficient-reactive-social-protection
http://www.housingeurope.eu/resource-842/towards-a-more-preventive-efficient-reactive-social-protection
http://www.mhe-sme.org/fileadmin/Position_papers/Consultation_on_the_European_Pillar_of_Social_Rights.pdf
http://www.solidar.org/en/publications/the-european-pillar-of-social-rights-a-basis-for-upward-social-convergence
http://www.youthforum.org/assets/2016/12/European-Pillar-of-Social-Rights_YFJ_External.pdf
http://www.womenlobby.org/European-Women-s-Lobby-calls-for-a-solid-gender-equality-Pillar-of-Social?lang=en
http://www.socialserviceseurope.eu/
http://www.mmmeurope.org/ficdoc/20170117-WLB-joint-statement-on-social-pillar-final.pdf
http://www.mmmeurope.org/ficdoc/20170117-WLB-joint-statement-on-social-pillar-final.pdf
http://www.alliance4investinginchildren.eu/how-the-european-commission-can-make-a-european-pillar-of-social-rights-fit-for-children/
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Krzysztof BALON (PL) 
Poland Working Community of Associations
of Social Organisations 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

In my opinion three aspects of the debate on the Pillar are of great 
importance.

Firstly, with regards to Jean-Claude Juncker’s comments on the Pillar: “I 
believe we do well to start with this initiative within the euro area, while 
allowing other Member States to join in if they wish to do so” (State of 
the Union, 14 September 2016), the EESC is of the opinion that the Pillar 
should apply to all EU Member States, while acknowledging that particular 
instruments/mechanisms may be needed for the Eurozone. I fully share 
this opinion, especially in the current political context, we cannot afford to 
establish first and second class social rights within the EU.

Secondly, the pillar should be established in line with the “quadruple 
A” principles on services of general interest: availability, accessibility, 
affordability and awareness. It must also support the significant role of 
civil society organizations in providing social services. In this context, the 
role of the civil dialogue – and not only of the dialogue between social 
partners – is of fundamental importance in designing tangible legal and 
organizational solutions.

Thirdly, legally, the Pillar should be binding but flexible. This means that 
social rights set out by the Pillar must apply to everyone living in the EU, in all 
EU Member States, while the implementation in individual Member States 
can be flexible, depending on the degree of socioeconomic development. 
If this is not achieved, EU citizens will get a product with a false label: a loose 
common reference framework instead of rights.

Ákos TOPOLÁNSZKY (HU) 
Magyar Drogterápiás Intézetek Szövetsége (MADRISZ) 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

After embarking on one of its most ambitious projects in recent years, our 
Committee – led by the three group presidents – has drawn up an opinion 
on the new concept of the European Pillar of Social Rights. The opinion 
was drafted following consultations in eleven Member States and on the 
basis of numerous discussions. The fact that it was adopted in plenary 
with a clear consensus demonstrates that agreement on a possible new 
European approach to this issue is feasible; the direction it should take and 
the key substantial elements it should include have also been set out. An 
objective as ambitious as the Pillar of Social Rights only makes sense if it 
is able to produce genuinely new trajectories and substance and is not 
merely repackaging existing social legislation and presenting it in a new 
communication framework that could be described as overblown. Input 
for this EESC opinion came from the many new approaches and proposals 
emerging from the consultations held in the Member States covering fields 
ranging from tax legislation and the reform of pension systems and social 
benefits to training and education rights and access to services. It is clear 
from these consultations that all parties deem it necessary to move towards 
a new vision of the European Union that includes social safeguards.

The consultation undertaken in Hungary also found that, while the 
government does not support the social pillar on the grounds that it 
contains unnecessary elements and takes more responsibilities away from 
the Member States, the civil society stakeholders who participated in the 
consultation agree that extending social rights goes hand in hand with the 
development of Europe – on condition, however, that there is due regard 
for maintaining competitiveness. Against this backdrop, there is no doubt 
that the need to recognise additional safeguards in the Treaties and in 
Member States’ legal frameworks will soon be felt; housing and access to 
food and basic infrastructure (drinking water, electricity, heating) are the 
fundamental rights that it seems most urgent to guarantee. The social and 
civil partners have made it clear that the Pillar of Social Rights can only 
be meaningful and play a role if it is a stable and secure element of the 
European idea and not merely a crutch to prop it up.

Conny REUTER (DE) 
Solidar - Expert of the Group III for the opinion on the European 
Pillar of social rights

After 9 months of consultation with the European Commission, 9 months 
of intensive deliberation by the EESC working group, 9 more months 
of discussion by the European Parliament and a huge mobilisation of 
stakeholders, social partners and social NGOs, we have managed to get 
to results. On 26 January the EESC plenary voted unanimously – although 
the vote was split on particular items –, there was strong support from the 
EP on 19 January for Mario Joao Rodriguez’s own initiative report and on 
23 January the closing conference, which could have been mistaken for a 
kick-off conference, took place at the Commission. For me being able to 
contribute to the process at different levels was another great experience, 
including by: contributing to the EESC working group as a Group III expert, 
holding regular consultations with the EP rapporteur and speaking at EP 
hearings and several conferences organized by different stakeholders. A 
long story. The overarching question now is what next? Several related 
questions remain: should the pillar be binding or not? Should it apply to 
the Eurozone or Europe 27/28? Should it be set of principles or set of rights? 
The EESC’s President Mr Dassis set the tone at the Commission conference: 
the question of a more social Europe is a question of the future of Europe 
and which forces will win. Drastic words to underline that this was not just 
another consultation. The work starts now. We will see how great an impact 
the consultation has had on the White Book on the future of Europe, which 
the Commission will present ahead of the 60th anniversary of the Rome 
Treaties in March. Civil society must continue pressing in a positive and 
friendly manner for a change of paradigm, namely, a European Union that 
delivers on more than the internal market, growth and competition. 

This consultation process has raised many expectations and these should 
not be disappointed. To cut a long story short, at the end of this process we 
have reached an essential moment of truth and credibility. 

Progress or stagnation? Trust or disappointment? EU4U!

European Pillar of Social Rights
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Group III Members in the Spotlight playing a key role
Luca JAHIER (IT)  
President of the Various Interests’ Group

Europe and the democratic crisis: 
which way forward? 

Within the framework of the 60th anniversary of the Treaty of Rome and on 
the occasion of the publication of Junker’s White Paper on the Future of 
Europe, LIKE – The Network of European Cities and Regions for Culture, in 
cooperation with ALDA – the European Association for Local Democracy, 
the City of Brussels, the Museum ADAM, the Atomium and the European 
Alliance for Culture and the Arts organise from 8 to 10 February a set of 
Round Tables on the key crisis Europe is facing nowadays: the economic, 
the migration, the institutional, the democratic and the cultural crisis. 

The event brought together representatives of the EU institutions, of local 
and regional authorities, experts, academics, representatives of civil society 
organisations and ordinary citizens to discuss the future of the European 
Union. 

The activity was an occasion to rethink the European founders’ project 
and promote new ideas on how to relaunch it with more impetuous 
on a time of crisis.

President Jahier opened the Round Table on the “Democratic crisis”. As 
political system (polity), the European Union cannot be considered as 
exempted from critics that are addressed to national governments: lack 
of representation and exemplarity, gap between the institutions and its 
citizens, corruption or collusion between the political power and economic 
interests. How can the European Union overcome these obstacles in order 
to put its political regime into longevity? 

As stated by M. Jahier, today, we must target policy areas that are of great 
importance to citizens, to work together with civil society to achieve 
concrete results, to better communicate the benefits of the EU to citizens.

It is imperative to identify the new opportunities which could make this 
happen and to work quickly in this direction. In President Jahier’s view, 
there are three policy areas which provide excellent opportunities to do 
so: 1) the social dimension of the EU, 2) sustainable development and 3) 
Culture.

President Jahier concluded by saying we must now look with great hope 
towards the European Parliament, which should seize the opportunity 
of the Rome anniversary to make concrete proposals to rejuvenate the 
European project, bringing representative and participatory democracy 
firmly together, working hand-in-hand!

Mindaugas MACIULEVIČIUS (LT)
Agricultural Cooperative /LT Chamber of Agriculture 
Vice President of the Various Interests’ Group

Congratulations!

On 9 February 2017, Mindaugas Maciulevičius was 
elected as one of the COGECA Vice Presidents. Read his 
reaction below.

“We need to strongly promote our European cooperative way as the only 
real sustainable solution for EU farmers. That way new can manage to keep 
farming within this challanging competetive globalised market, and we will 
be able to keep our family farms structures, without seeing them turned into 
mega farms, as we see elsewhere. Hopefully this will be a good opportunity 
to raise cooperative related issues within our Group, and at the same time to 
promote EESC ideas and values amongst EU cooperatives!”

Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EL) 
National Confederation of Disabled People (ESAEA)
Vice President of the Various Interests’ Group

A network of services to support persons 
with disabilities 

On January 28, on the island of Zakynthos in Greece, a very important 
and symbolic event took place. The Municipality of Zakynthos estab-
lished a local centre providing support to persons with disabilities. This 
initiative in itself makes the Zakynthos Association of Disabled People’s 
(Popolaroi) demand to create a network of services to support persons 
with disabilities and their families on the island a reality. This centre aims 
to meet the support needs of persons with severe disabilities, including 
intellectual disabilities, down syndrome, autism, cerebral palsy etc.

It is indeed an inspiring achievement to create a centre like this during 
a period of economic and financial crisis in the country. The municipali-
ty decided to name the centre “Ioannis Vardakastanis”, to honour a child 
who began on Zakynthos and throughout his life has continued to be a 
tireless activist for the rights of disabled people in Greece, Europe and 
worldwide. The island of Zakynthos is the birthplace of Ioannis Varda-
kastanis, one of the Vice Presidents of Group III of the EESC, president of 
the EDF (European Disability Forum) and of the NCDP Greece (National 
Confederation of Disabled People 
of Greece).



Renate HEINISCH (DE)  
Federal Association of German Senior Citizens’ Organisations  
Member of the Various Interests’ Group 

Commission for Social Development 

Our Group Member Mrs. Heinisch, consultative representative (BAGSO) at 
the UN took part at the 55th Session of the Commission for Social Develop-
ment.

The fifty-fifth session of the Commission for Social Development (CSocD55) 
took place at the United Nations Headquarters in New York from 1 to 10 
February 2017.

The Commission for Social Development is in charge of the follow-up to 
and implementation of the Copenhagen Declaration and Programme of 
Action of the World Summit for Social Development and meets annually. It 
covers key social development themes, such as poverty, employment and 
social integration, and the issue of youth falls within the latter.

The priority theme of the fifty-five session was “Strategies for eradicating 
poverty to achieve sustainable development for all”. Youth played an im-
portant role in this years session with one of the three high-level panel dis-
cussion focused on “Promoting Integrated Policies for Poverty Eradication: 
Youth Development in the 2030 Agenda”. 

Tom JONES (UK) 
Wales Council Voluntary Action 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

Future of Rural Europe

20 years after the ground-breaking European Conference on Rural Devel-
opment in Cork, which concluded with the signing of the Cork Declaration 
on Rural Development, EESC (jointly organised with the Committee of the 
Regions) organised a conference to support efforts to give momentum to 
the Principles of the CORK 2 Declaration, on the future of Rural Europe. 

Group III member Tom Jones, participated in the debates, stating that 
the EESC, through its President, George Dassis, committed its support for 
the Declaration and will facilitate future actions. As Commissioner Hogan 
stressed in his introduction to the Cork Conference of September, “Our 
strategies must be results- orientated, -- with measurable targets.” And that 
measures, such as the Rural Development Programme to renew our rural 
areas, must be “bottom up.”, locally based.

M. Jones fully endorses both sentiments as exemplars of good practice 
when using taxpayers money to act as catalyst to deliver sustainable rural 
development. 1 euro of public investment yields more than 4 euros from 

Group III Members in the Spotlight playing a key role

private and not for profit enterprises. As Michael Dumitru of DG Agri said 
at the November Conference, “making a difference is a challenge for ALL 
Stakeholders.”

The Commission has a lead role to play in ensuring and enabling all stake-
holders to deliver on their expertise and responsibilities. And as M. Jones 
concluded, “that accountability for failure has to be traceable, transparent 
and constructive!”

Dilyana SLAVOVA (BG) 
National Association “Mountain Milk” 
President of REX section 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group 

Research & Innovation
in Mediterranean Area

On 18 October 2016, the European Commission adopted a proposal to es-
tablish a new public-public Partnership for Research and Innovation in the 
Mediterranean Area (PRIMA), which will focus on two key socio-economic 
issues that are important for the region: food systems and water resources. 
Funded under the Horizon 2020 framework programme for research, with 
a total EU contribution of EUR 200 million, the partnership will be estab-
lished and funded for 10 years (until 31 December 2028) and a dedicated 
implementation structure – the PRIMA-IS – will be established to manage 
the EU’s contribution. 

The PRIMA partnership would 
be jointly undertaken by 14 
countries, with varying status 
depending on their partici-
pation in Horizon 2020: nine 
Member States (Cyprus, Czech 
Republic, France, Greece, Italy, 
Luxembourg, Malta, Portugal 
and Spain), two associated 
countries (Israel and Tunisia) and three third countries (Morocco, Egypt and 
Lebanon). The participating states agreed “to focus on the development of 
innovative solutions and the promotion of their adoption for improving the 
efficiency and sustainability of food production and water provision”. 

Our Committee supported the EU’s involvement in PRIMA, with a view to 
developing common innovative solutions to make the supply of water 
and food systems in the Mediterranean region safer and more effective, 
efficient and sustainable in terms of environment and cost. We believe 
that participation in PRIMA would represent an added value for the EU as 
a whole, since it would make it possible to address some of the root causes 
of instability of the Mediterranean area in an integrated manner. A truly 
holistic, multilevel and cross-sectoral approach, together with tangible 
and measurable objectives on sustainability, resilience, quality of life and 
work, human rights and democracy are essential conditions for the success 
of PRIMA. This should fit into a broader macro-regional strategy for the 

Europe III

Group 3 member Renate 
Heinisch flanked by German 
representative BMFSFJ
Mark Kamperhoff and German 
UN Youth Delegates Katharina 
Buch and Eric Klausch
(from right to left) 

©
 S

hu
tte

rs
to

ck
: R

icc
ar

do
 M

ay
er



Mediterranean, which takes into account all other policies (ENP), initiatives 
and partnerships (UfM) already in place in that region and enables 
problems to be dealt with more effectively, in line with co-decisional and 
co-development principles.

We hope that the involvement of all potential stakeholders (civil society or-
ganisations, regions, local authorities, universities, etc.) in the implementa-
tion structure and the management and monitoring of the programme, will 
strengthen the governance PRIMA-IS and help to identify and jointly monitor 
the economic, employment and social impact of the whole partnership.

Krzysztof KAMIENIECKI (PL)
Polish Ecological Club 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group 

EESC work on Metropolitan Regions

On 2 February, a meeting was held of the Committee for European Affairs 
of the Union of Polish Metropolises. On the agenda was the topic of metro-
politan regions in the work of the European Committee of the Regions and 
the EESC. At the invitation of the chair of the committee, Tadeusz Truskolaski, 
Mayor of Białystok, I presented the European Economic and Social Commit-
tee’s work on metropolitan regions. As it happened, the previous day it had 
been announced that a draft law had been drawn up on the Warsaw met-
ropolitan area, essentially a metropolitan region, which sparked a vigorous 
debate in the media. The subject of the meeting was thus very timely. 

The Union of Polish Metropolises was set 
up in 1990 and its current members are 
the cities of Białystok, Bydgoszcz, Gdańsk, 
Katowice, Kraków, Lublin, Łódź, Poznań, 
Rzeszów, Szczecin, Warsaw and Wrocław. 

In the context of the discussion on metropolitan regions, the EESC can boast 
a significant body of work. The Committee stands out among the institutions 
involved in spatial planning and the socio-economic development of cities as 
having consistently drawn attention to the importance of the issue of met-
ropolitan regions in the EU. The Committee has issued several opinions on 
the subject, starting with its 2004 opinion on European Metropolitan Areas: 
socio-economic implications for Europe’s future (ECO/120). It returned to the 
subject in 2007 (ECO/188). Both of these opinions set out information on the 
shaping of metropolitan regions, their diversity and growing importance not 
only in regional terms but also national and European. This role is not suf-
ficiently appreciated by the European Commission. The regions themselves 
are trying to create systemic solutions, particularly in the area of governance.

Other EESC opinions, such as Towards balanced development of the urban 
environment: challenges and opportunities, from 2008, and Metropolitan 
Areas and City Regions in Europe 2020, from 2011 (ECO/299), and a number 
of other opinions clearly link metropolitan regions with EU socio- economic 
policy (e.g. regarding the Alpine strategy and the Danube strategy). The de-
bate highlighted the role of urban nodes (promoted by the Union of Polish 
Metropolises) in the Trans-European Network and their relevance to the de-
velopment of metropolitan areas. 

The participants in the meeting of the Union of Polish Metropolises praised 
the Committee for tackling the subject of metropolitan areas. Tribute was 
paid to Joost van Iersel for consistently speaking out on the subject. The 
participants also took careful note of the information about the EESC and its 
role in building consensus between different interest groups. Attention was 
drawn to the need for continued work on the metropolitan regions. The in-
formation provided by the EESC representative was echoed by the chair, Mr 
Truskolaski, who is a member of the European Committee of the Regions.

Tom JONES (UK) 
Wales Council Voluntary Action 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

European Network for Rural Development 
(ENRD) - Workshop on Social Inclusion

At this workshop, Mr Jones discussed ways to respond to demographic 
change and promote social inclusion in rural areas. Entitled “Social Hubs 
in Rural Europe”, the participants explored specific social inclusion and de-
mographic change issues, looking at existing hubs of activity and inspiring 
initiatives from across Europe.

As stated by Mr Jones, exclusion happens in neighbourhoods in cities and 
in both urban and rural areas.  It often occurs in difficult economic environ-
ments where the sense of community has been weakened or challenged. 
We normally refer to exclusion in the context of poverty; but exclusion can 
happen in other more affluent settings. Examples of this include school 
bullying, domestic abuse, intolerance of physical and mental disability and 
work place tyranny.

To tackle the worst forms of social exclusion we have legislative frameworks 
based on human rights and discrimination statutes, which protect minor-
ities, such as the Roma, from exclusion and offer protection against the 
victimisation of peoples on the grounds of disability, race, creed or colour.

In rural areas, such exclusion is more masked than in cities. It is exacerbat-
ed by its invisibility numerical terms, a reduction in supporting resources 
– which are calculated by population figures – and remoteness from con-
centrated specialist services. 

Economic disadvantages include the exodus of young people, leaving a 
generational imbalance, low economic output, and an ageing “working 
poor”, clinging on to their sense of community and often, desperately fight-
ing to maintain an unsustainable cultural and social wellbeing. The loss of 
public and private support services, and tensions between established 
families and incomers in the form of retirees or commuters, creates divided 
or parallel communities with dif-
ferent aspirations and economic, 
recreational, and cultural interests. 
Gender, inter-generational and 
ethnic differences create exclusions 
and fractured communities, further 
accentuating serious economic 
frailties and undermining efforts 
for a sustainable recovery. 

In many communities there is an 
element of fatigue, or passive resig-
nation. We need to identify the 
withdrawal default, listen and act 
on the “sounds of silence”.



HIGHLIGHTS OF THE JANUARY PLENARY SESSION
Group III members co-ordinating
the work on new opinions

The full listing of membership of the above study groups for the new work may be consulted here:
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.group-3-new-study-groups

Europe III

Jorge PEGADO LIZ (PT) is the Rapporteur-General of the study 
group for the opinion on: “Use of the regulatory procedure with 
scrutiny to Articles 290 and 291 of the TFEU” – INT/813

Bernardo HERNÁNDEZ BATALLER (ES) is the President of the 
study group for the opinion on: “Developing the EU customs union 
and its governance (Communication)” – INT/814

Arno METZLER (DE) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the 
opinion on: “Services Package” – INT/815

Alain COHEUR (BE) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the 
opinion on: “ Impact of the digital healthcare revolution on health 
insurance (own initiative opinion)” – INT/816

Michael SMYTH (UK) is the President of the study group for the 
opinion on: “A favourable tax system for fair competition and growth 
(own initiative opinion)” – ECO/430

Krzysztof BALON (PL) is the President of the study group for the 
opinion on: “Coordination of social security systems” – SOC/557

Ákos TOPOLÁNSZKY (HU) is the President the study group for the 
opinion on: “Sustainable social security and social protection sys-
tems in the digital era (own initiative opinion)” – SOC/560

Michael MCLOUGHLIN (IE) is the Rapporteur of the study group 
for the opinion on: “Employment guidelines (rolling programme)” 
– SOC/558

José Manuel ROCHE RAMO (ES) is the Rapporteur of the study 
group for the opinion on: “Industrial change in the EU beet sugar 
industry (own initiative opinion)” – CCMI/151

Cillian LOHAN (IE) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the 
opinion on: “Waste-to-energy (Communication)” – NAT/706

John BRYAN (IE) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the opin-
ion on: “A possible reshaping of the CAP (exploratory opinion at the 
request of the European Commission)” – NAT/703

Sofia BJÖRNSSON (SE) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the 
opinion on: “From Cork 2.0 Declaration to concrete actions (own in-
itiative opinion)” – NAT/709

Jorge PEGADO LIZ (PT) is the Rapporteur of the study group for 
the opinion on: “Processing of personal data” – TEN/629

Tommaso DI FAZIO (IT) is the President of the study group for the 
opinion on: “Building a European Data Economy (Communication)” 
– TEN/630

Simo TIAINEN (FI) is the President of the study group for the opin-
ion on: “The core role of trade and investment in meeting and im-
plementing the SDGs (own initiative opinion)” – REX/486

Alfred GAJDOSIK (AT) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the 
opinion on: “EU development partnerships and the challenge posed 
by international tax agreements (own initiative opinion)” – REX/487

http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.group-3-new-study-groups


MEMBERS ON CURRENT AFFAIRS
John BRYAN (IE)  
Irish Farmers’ Association – Spokespersons
EESC Farmers’ Category 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

CAP Post 2020

Throughout 2017 the future of the Common Agricultural Policy 
(“CAP”) post 2020 will be at the forefront of the agricultural policy 
debate. The decisions made at this juncture will have far-reaching 
implications for the future of farming within the EU. It is of vital 
importance to the agricultural sector that the correct balance is 
achieved between the needs of the consumer and the needs of the 
producer, while also taking into account the wider ecological im-
plications of any changes to the current policies.

The CAP has served EU citizens well for over six decades, providing a 
mechanism to facilitate and encourage numerous benefits in terms of 
safe and sustainable food production, environmental protection and 
economic development. These associated benefits are in addition to 
the fact that the percentage of income spent by EU citizens on food 
has decreased from 50% in the post Second World War period, to 10% 
today, despite the significant increases in production costs that have 
occurred over that same period.

The CAP has evolved substan-
tially over the past 20 years, 
from its origins as a food policy 
which guaranteed a minimum 
price for most food commod-
ities it has evolved into a mul-
ti-functional policy today, en-
compassing many more areas 
than was originally envisaged, 
including:

1.  Sustainable Food
 Production

With the world population 
forecast to increase from seven 
billion to nine billion by 2050, 
there is a pressing need to sub-
stantially increase world food 
production in the coming years. Furthermore, one of the core Sus-
tainable Development Goals (“SDGs”) set by the United Nations is to 
drastically reduce the prevalence of undernourishment, with studies by 
the World Health Organisation estimating that 1 in 7 people globally 
are currently undernourished. It is clear from these figures, that a con-
certed and coordinated global effort will be necessary to ensure that 
global food production can grow in a sustainable manner to meet this 
increased demand and help to eradicate hunger.

2. Rural Development and Income Support

In many EU countries, there is a growing inequality of income evident 
in rural areas versus urban areas, with farm incomes in most Member 
States being lower than the national or regional average. The CAP, 
through direct payments to farmers, works to maintain safe and sus-
tainable food production within the EU, and also works as an income 
support mechanism.

There is a lack of investment in many rural areas throughout the EU. 
Farming and the agri-sector create and maintain essential jobs in these 
areas. However, generational renewal is proving to be a growing issue 

in the sector and this will need to be an area of focus in targeting Pillar 
2 payments in the next CAP reform. Land abandonment is increasing 
across the EU, with both social and environmental consequences evi-
dent, particularly in remote areas. 

3. Environmental and Climate Change 

EU consumers demand the highest environmental, animal welfare and 
safety standards in the world. However, these exacting standards come 
at a high cost to producers and the failure of the market to provide an 
adequate return for delivering to such high standards has resulted in 
farmers carrying a disproportionate and unsustainable share of the as-
sociated costs. 

It is clear that agriculture can play a vital role in helping to reach the 
targets placed on the EU by the Paris Agreement (COP 21) and the SDGs. 
The agricultural sector delivers vital ecosystems services, contributes 

to habitat management, bio-
diversity preservation, animal 
welfare and landscape aes-
thetics through the protection 
of soil and water bodies. The 
majority of food produced in 
the EU is grown using green 
water (which would otherwise 
be wasted). There is also a large 
proportion of EU agriculture de-
voted to grassland, forestry and 
areas of peat land, all of which 
provide a valuable carbon sink. 

4. Budgetary Support

Funding for the CAP budget has 
been steadily decreasing over 
the last number of years, rep-
resenting less than 0.4% of EU 

GDP. However, despite these cuts, agricultural is expected to make an 
increasingly significant contribution to meeting the targets set in COP 
21 and the SDGs, in additional to providing high quality foods at ever 
lower prices. Across the EU there is a demand for more public goods but 
no clear signal who will ultimately bear the costs of these goods. 

It is essential that the next CAP reform correctly balances budget pres-
sures, the needs of the consumer and the needs of the producer. In the 
event that the budget is not properly funded and targeted at active 
farmers, based on current behaviours, there will be an increase in land 
abandonment and a further widening of the income disparity between 
urban and rural areas, with a loss of ecosystem services and loss of land-
sape aesthetics arising as a consequence. 

This next reform of the CAP is of vital importance to the sector. 
With the increased demand for public goods, farm income pres-
sures and difficulties in getting young people to take up farm-
ing, there will be serious implications if the correct balance is not 
achieved.
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MEMBERS ON CURRENT AFFAIRS
Jocelyne LE ROUX (FR) 
Mutuelle MFBCO  
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

Mais qui sera Président de la République? 

Our member French Jocelyne Le Roux reflects on the upcoming 
French elections and the impact on the sector she is active in, namely 
mutual associations. 

Of course those of you who follow the European and international news 
know that there’s an election campaign going on in France, and almost all 
the candidates (Fillon, Hamon, Macron, Mélenchon, Jadot, Le Pen ...) are 
now competing for the presidency.

But how can we keep track in this media chaos, faced with all these scan-
dals ...?

The past few weeks have been like watching a soap opera, mainly due to 
suspicions that François Fillon gave fictitious jobs to his wife Penelope and 
two of his children ... and there are also allegations against Le Pen regard-
ing the fictitious employment of two of her assistants at the European Par-
liament.

And the election is not until May! How many more scandals will erupt be-
fore then?

In short, we are wit-
nessing the erosion 
of the political class at 
the highest level, and 
this turmoil is cause for 
concern, since it is tak-
ing place in the context 
of an irresistible rise of 
populism.

What’s more, with the 
media circus and abuses 
committed by the candidates, we are forgetting the real ongoing debate...

What is important to us, the French citizens, is to understand our candi-
dates’ policies.

Personally, as a representative of Mutualité française and other French 
mutual associations, I would like to play my part in the democratic debate. 
Elections give us the opportunity to make a fundamental choice about the 
future of our country. We must show solidarity in response to the rise of 
reactionary, identity-based discourse, which is fuelled by France’s current 
democratic crisis. I believe that our work in mutual associations must con-
tribute to improving society, making it fairer and more supportive.

To contribute to the debate, Mutualité française has set up a website called 
“place de la santé”, which allows us to urge the presidential candidates to 
state their positions on health issues. Our aim is of course to make propos-
als on building social security for the 21st century and ensuring access to 
care and prevention for everyone, everywhere.

If you would like to know more about the health system in France please 
visit www.placedelasante.fr [website in French], and I would also be hap-
py to discuss it with you in person.”

Ionut SIBIAN (RO) 
Fundaţia pentru Dezvoltarea Societăţii Civile  
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

Romania hits the streets against a 
government decree, which decriminalized 
certain cases of corruption. 

In recent weeks, hundreds of thousands of Romanian citizens have taken 
the streets to protest against what they perceived as Government attempts 
to reverse progress made in the fight against corruption. People were gal-
vanized by the fact that the Government passed emergency legislation in 
secret and literally overnight, seemingly with the main aim of shielding pol-
iticians from being prosecuted.

The representatives of the two ruling coalition parties, the Social Democrat-
ic Party (PSD) and the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats in Romania (ALDE) 
insist that the legislation was produced with the sole goal of responding to 
the Constitutional Court’s requirements for a better definition of abuse in 
office. However this claim has been refuted by independent legal experts 
and by representatives of justice institutions who, while admitting that 
some changes were indeed required, have proved that the changes as pro-
posed by the Government went far beyond the general recommendations 
of the Constitutional Court and that their emergency character was phony. 
Moreover, it was a striking coincidence that the ordinance only addressed 
particular changes which perfectly fit specific cases, thus benefiting high 
ranking representatives of the Government coalition, including the pres-
ident of the Social Democratic Party, Mr. Liviu Dragnea, who was barred 
from becoming a prime minister because he had been convicted for elec-
toral fraud. While not perfect, the work of National Department of Anticor-
ruption (DNA) has been recognized as positive in all European Commission 
monitoring reports. It is worth mentioning that the DNA has prosecuted a 
long list of party officials, including current MPs, who, if the legislation is 
adopted, will be exonerated of criminal charges. Moreover, as the DNA has 
argued, the recovery of an estimated EUR 1 billion in damages will be made 
impossible. The latest EC justice report emphasizes once again that there 
are attempts by Romanian political decision makers to weaken anti-corrup-
tion efforts in Romania. 

Attempts to dismantle 
the anti-corruption ef-
forts are not new. There 
was no surprise then 
about the aim of these 
changes. However, 
everybody was caught 
by surprise by the pace 
and straightforward-
ness of the ruling coali-
tion. On 17 January, less 
than two weeks after 
the Government was sworn in, rumours appeared about the Government’s 
intention to pass two emergency ordinances the next morning to bring 
about changes to the criminal code and procedures. In an extraordinary 
use of its prerogatives, President Klaus Iohannis asked to preside over the 
Government session on 18 January. After the meeting the Government ar-
gued that it never had the intention to pass such ordinances without public 
consultation. One ordinance was sent to be adopted as a law by the Parlia-
ment. The ordinance on the changes to the criminal code was opened for 
public consultation. However at that point, when the original text of the or-
dinance was revealed, it emerged that indeed the ordinance was supposed 
to be adopted at the Government session on 18 January, as the President 
suspected. 

Europe III
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The Minister of Justice organized a public hearing on 30 January which 
was viewed by the participants as a mock up attempt to simulate genuine 
interest for other experts’ opinions. Despite official denials and an indica-
tion that the ordinance would not be adopted without the opinion of the 
Supreme Council of the Magistracy, in a flash Government meeting very 
late in the evening of 31 January, the Government adopted the ordinance 
– without it having been included on the official agenda prior to the meet-
ing. Later that night, at 1 o’clock (a very unusual working hour), the text of 
the ordinance was published in the Official Monitor of Romania and as a 
result part of the changes entered into force.

As the news broke out that evening, thousands of people jumped into cars 
or taxis or came on foot to protest before the Government, in a spontane-
ous outburst of anger never seen before. Over the course of the following 
days, the protest grew across the country, even in towns that have never 
witnessed any kind of protest in their recent history. The protests reached 
their peak last Sunday, when an estimated 600 000 people protested all 
over the country.

While criticizing President Klaus Iohannis for playing a divisive role and for 
siding with the protestors, the PSD-ALDE coalition threatened that that it 
would organise counter-protests across the country, using its strong politi-
cal structures at local level. In a recent speech at the Parliament, boycotted 
by PSD-LDE MPs, President Klaus Iohannis openly declared that it will not 
call for early elections, but he required the Governing coalition to reshuffle 
its cabinet in order to rebuild trust with citizens.

Although weakened after the initial great surge, protests continue, despite 
harsh weather conditions (sub-zero degrees, heavy snow, and strong wind 
all across the country). The Government did not help matters by continuing 
to use its affiliated media channels to accuse the protesters and to paint 
apocalyptical scenarios, such as threatening that the country would break 
up if they do not give up. No resignation was proposed and the support 
for the Government was reconfirmed in the Parliament. The ruling coalition 
reaffirmed its will to push the contested legislative changes through the 

Parliament regardless of the concerns of citizens, and the warnings of an-
ti-corruption experts, DNA, magistrates associations, the General Prosecu-
tor, foreign embassies and the European Commission through the voice of 
Vice-President Frans Timmermans, leader of the European Socialist Party.

Despite these protests and the vast amount of proof indicating both ma-
licious intent and premeditation, the Government never recognized its 
wrong doing, blaming it solely on an error of communication. Instead 
they started to accuse the protesters of being manipulated and paid off, 
first by billionaire George Soros and NGOs, then by secret services and 
most recently, by multinational corporations. Only after 10 days of pro-
tests one resignation was finally offered by the Minister of Justice, event 
that without any admission of guilt. Many consider it too little too late 
and not enough to heal the breach of faith with the people. There are no 
guarantees that the weakening of anti-corruption will not be pursued. The 
Government continues to claim that the ordinance was the right thing 
to do and that they will push it through the Parliament starting from its 
original contested version. The ruling coalition comfortably controls the 
Parliament and its majority is strengthened that the proposed changes 
will also benefit politicians from other political parties, including from the 
opposition. Basically, as the law will be likely discussed in the Romanian 
Parliament, the MPs under investigation will have the power to vote on 
exonerating themselves.

Only slightly more than one month after it enjoyed an overwhelming elec-
toral victory, instead of focusing on its promising pro-poor and pro-growth 
programme, the Government seems willing to jeopardize everything, to 
alienate both domestic constituencies and international allies and to push 
the country into a deeper economic and political crisis. The obstinacy with 
which the ruling coalition continues to defend these legislative changes 
has become unexplainable at this point. Citizens protesting in the street 
continue to view it as yet further proof that it is directly linked to the high 
stakes involved: protecting political leaders from prosecution.
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Christian MOOS (DE)
German Civil Servants’ Association 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

SOC/548 - EU Resettlement Framework 
EESC wants resettlement to be uncoupled from partnership 
agreements

The European Economic and Social Committee sees it as its duty 
to remind EU member states and the international community of 
their responsibility towards people in need of international protec-
tion.

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) es-
timates that in 2017 the number of people in need of resettlement 
worldwide will be nearly 1.2 million. To give you an idea of the scale 
of the problem we are talking about, in 2015 a mere 80,000 per-
sons were resettled worldwide. Unrest in the Middle East, the war 
in Syria and the conflict in Ukraine have caused many displaced 
people to come knocking on Europe’s door.

The lack of a proper resettlement programme and legal entries into 
Europe prompt many displaced people in need of international 
protection to use dangerous illegal ways with the help of 
smugglers, putting their own lives and their children’s at risk. 
Others find shelter in refugee camps in neighbouring countries, 
putting a lot of pressure on host societies, for instance in countries 
such as Lebanon.

Resettlement would be one way to offer these people legal and 
safe entrance into an EU member state and protection for as long 
as they need it. It would also be a gesture of solidarity and a way to 
help ease the pressure on neighbouring third countries.

The EESC has welcomed the proposal for a Union Framework as a 
necessary tool to help those who are seeking international protec-
tion and also as a step towards a genuine common asylum policy, 
which the EESC has been advocating for a long time.

Let’s remind EU member states and the international community 
of their responsibility towards people in need of international pro-
tection. And let them show more solidarity with the countries who 
offer first protection. This means to grant more and better support 
to countries along EU borders such as Greece and Italy.  But states 
like Lebanon also need our help, because they are the ones who 
shoulder the burden of protection for all the first arrivals by giving 
these deprived people shelter and trying to accommodate them as 
best they can. In order to ease the pressure on these countries, the 
efforts of resettlement need to be stepped up.

Read full article here: http://www.euractiv.com/section/
justice-home-affairs/opinion/eesc-wants-resettlement-to-
be-uncoupled-from-partnership-agreements/

At its plenary session on 25–26 January 2017 the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) adopted the 
following opinions for which Group III members were Rapporteurs or Co-Rapporteurs.

Jorge PEGADO LIZ (PT) 
Associação para a Defesa dos Consumidores 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

TEN/613 - Body of European Regulators 
of  Electronic Communications

The EESC supports the intention behind the Commission’s proposal 
to increase the responsibilities, competences and powers of the Body 
of European Regulators for Electronic Communications (BEREC).

However, the Committee regrets that the Commission preferred 
to confine BEREC to the area - albeit reinforced - of cooperation or 
coordination. The EESC is of the firm opinion that turning BEREC 
into a genuine regulatory authority, will mean being able to take 
a forward-looking approach and provide proper regulation of new 
pan-EU or global information services, currently largely unregulated 
or subject to unclear regulatory frameworks (M2M, OTT and 
other areas of great importance to the Union, such as roaming 
or transnational markets), or binding pan-European assignment 
procedures for specific bands.

Finally, a point which specifically deserves careful consideration and 
review concerns the composition, organisation and functioning 
of the Board of Appeal, in order to ensure in all cases genuine 
independence and impartiality and an adequate appeal system, 
especially when it comes to decisions relating to cross-border 
disputes.

Jorge PEGADO LIZ (PT) 
Associação para a Defesa dos Consumidores 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

TEN/612 - European Electronic 
Communications Code

The EESC endorses the general thinking outlined by the Commission’s 
proposal on the European Electronic Communications code, in 
particular the timing, the approach of the subject and the manner in 
which it has tackled the codification and horizontal recasting of the 
four existing directives (framework directive, authorisation directive, 
access directive and universal service directive), bringing them in a 
single directive in line with the aim of regulatory fitness (REFIT). 

The EESC also agrees with the main objectives of the proposal, aimed 
at securing better internet connective for everyone and all business.

Nevertheless, the EESC regrets the decision to leave the Directive on 
privacy out of the framework of the proposal.

The EESC also deplores the fact that the European Commission has 
opted for the legal form of a Directive rather than the legal form of 
a regulation. A Regulation would have be directly applicable and 
legislate for a higher level of consumer protection, thus contributing 
to greater integration in the single market.

Europe III
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The complete texts of all EESC opinions are available in various language versions on the Committee’s 
website:  http://dm.eesc.europa.eu/EESCDocumentSearch/Pages/opinionssearch.aspx
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Inspiring lives

Ronny LANNOO (BE)
UNIZO organisation of SMEs & independent professionals
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

Fons Margot (95), pioneer of the entrepreneurs’ organisation UNIZO, has recently passed away.

Baron Fons Margot was secretary-general of the NCMV (now UNIZO) until 1986. Starting in 1945, he laid 
the foundations for making UNIZO what it is today. He was our last surviving pioneer from the post-war 
period, when everything in Belgium and in Europe had to be rebuilt, both literally and figuratively.

Fons was the eldest son of Arthur Margot, an independent tailor in Bruges. By 1939 
he was already active in the youth movement for independent traders. He resisted 
forced labour in the Second World War, and was active in the resistance. In 1946, he 
was appointed deputy secretary of the NCMV in West Flanders, and in 1948 he was 
dispatched to Brussels as editor-in-chief of the organisation’s magazine for members 
De Middenstand, the predecessor of today’s Z.O. magazine. He remained editor of the 
magazine until he retired in 1986, even while he was secretary-general of the organi-
sation from 1963 onwards.

Throughout that time, he was the voice and public face of self-employed people and 
SMEs in Flanders. To start with, it was a time when the self-employed and small busi-
nesses were treated as the poor relation, both socially and politically, but Fons was 
able to use his knowledge of the issues and broad support base to forge a place for 
our SMEs in the social and political debate, and with great success, too. For example, 
he was involved in laying the groundwork for a separate social security system for the 
self-employed, and in setting up a network for initial and continuing training, now 
known as Syntra. He became a member of all the major consultative bodies, includ-
ing the Central Economic Council. He was president of the Supreme Council for the 
Self-Employed and a member of the Social Economic Council of Flanders, the SERV.

Fons Margot was active on the European stage as early as the 1950s. During the war, 
his generation had experienced at first hand what a divided Europe could lead to. At 
a very early stage, he was a co-founder of a European SME organisation, the UEAPME, 
where his fluency in French, English and German was a tremendous asset. His commit-
ment to Europe culminated in 1986, when he was elected president of the European 
Economic and Social Committee, the main advisory body to the European Commis-
sion, the European Parliament and the European Council of Ministers.

Fons Margot was also the man with the golden pen. His analyses and beautifully 
written opinion pieces in “his” newspaper, De Middenstand – sometimes ironic, nev-
er cynical, always pragmatically nuanced and solutions-oriented – were widely read. 
Interestingly, when he was editor-in-chief of De Middenstand, his staff included one 
Marc Neels, better known as Marc Sleen. Together, they devised the comic strip “Doris 
Dobbel”, the weekly adventures of a critical entrepreneur.

In recognition of his social commitment, Fons Margot was ennobled by King Baudouin, 
receiving the title of baron. His motto, “Houd het midden” [Hold the centre] perfectly 
sums up his life’s work – from an early age, he saw what extremism could bring about. 
A lesson for our generation, concludes UNIZO chief Karel Van Eetvelt.



NEWS from Group III
Group III Extraordinary Meeting 
in Malta – 23 March 2017
Bringing the EU closer to citizens is a major chal-
lenge. Therefore, Group III will meet in St. Julian’s 
under the auspices of the Maltese Presidency 
of the EU on 23 March to discuss the role and 
capacity of civil society organisations (CSOs) to 
voice citizens’ concerns and ensure that they are 
better supported by public authorities. 

In the morning, the Maltese Prime Minister 
Joseph Muscat and Parliamentary Secretary 
Ian Borg will welcome the EESC members 
and representatives of Maltese civil society 
organisations, who will gather together to take stock of Malta’s major 
achievements during its membership of the European Union and pave the 
way for the challenges ahead. Representatives from different sectors of civil 
society (environment, gender balance, disability, youth), the media, and 
government authorities will debate the impact of EU membership on the 
economy and the recognition of the role of CSOs in public debate.

The afternoon session will focus on the provision of services and goods to 
citizens, namely the aptitude of SMEs and professionals to provide high-qual-
ity services to their clients, patients and customers. Representatives of liberal 
professions and SME organisations will debate with consumer representa-
tives and government authorities, amongst others, on ethical and safety re-
quirements and the latest developments at European level in this field.

Group III discusses Energy Poverty
On 25 January 2017, Group III welcomed Mrs Lieve FRANSEN, senior policy 
advisor, to discuss Energy poverty with the Group.

In her introductory remarks, stated that 1.2 billion people globally still remained 
without access to electricity and more than 2.7 billion people were lacking clean/
safe cooking facilities, which caused indoor air pollution and had negative con-
sequences on health.

Ms Fransen introduced the EED, EPBD, electricity and governance proposals 
of 30 November 2016, which would oblige the Member States to consider 
energy poverty through a share of energy efficiency measures in order to pri-
oritise households affected by energy poverty and in social housing. Through 
the Energy Union governance process, Member States would have to moni-
tor and report on energy poverty. With the aim of protecting consumers, the 
Commission was proposing procedural safeguards. 

Second part of the recommendations included an Energy Poverty Observa-
tory established by the Commission with the aim to improve data provision, 
retain the regulated process for the protection of vulnerable consumers and 
last, but not least the Smart Finance for Smart Buildings Initiative through 
more investments could also make a contribution in the fight against energy 
poverty. 

In her conclusions, Ms Fransen pointed to the importance of the global com-
mitments in the SDGs and the EU Energy Union, and saw them as an oppor-
tunity to confront such issues as poverty, consumer protection, energy and 
climate, as well as an open door for transformative change and interconnec-
tivity and for the role civil society. 
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OUR GROUP’S STRENGTH
The next Social Economy Category will take 
place on 4 April 2017. 

The Consumers and Environment Category 
will meet on 16 March. Topics discussed will be 
overindebtnesss and energy package.

The Farmers’ Category will meet on April 11 
in the presence of European Commissioner Phil 
HOGAN. The discussions will focus on rural 
development and the post 2020 CAP.
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