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Ladies and Gentlemen, Colleagues and Friends, 
 
It gives me great pleasure to welcome you here today for the inaugural meeting of the Liaison Group 
between the EESC and European civil society organisations and networks. 
 
When I became President of the European Economic and Social Committee I set myself four key 
objectives aimed at improving the EESC's ability to accomplish its tasks and responsibilities 
effectively. These objectives were priority areas of action for the EESC during my term of office. 
 
One of the four objectives was to improve the EESC's representativeness and credibility as the 
institutional representative of organised civil society. 
 
In my speech in December 2002 setting out my programme, I made clear my determination to 
implement, as soon as possible, the Bureau decision of October 2002 to step up structured dialogue 
with European civil society organisations and networks. My resolve has not wavered in this regard, 
quite the contrary. 
 
In fact, the Constitutional Treaty calls on the European institutions to create, over time, genuine 
structured civil dialogue with organised civil society. 
 
The EESC must not only prepare the ground for such dialogue but, above all, make a major 
contribution to its realisation. As I have stated on numerous occasions, the Committee cannot, and 
indeed does not want to, miss such an "opportunity". At stake is the Committee's very future as the 
institutional body, at European level, which represents organised civil society and provides a forum 
for consultation, information and dialogue. 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, Friends, 
 
As you know, the EESC has done its utmost over the past few years to ensure that organised civil 
society is represented as widely as possible and that the Committee can better perform its role as the 
institutional representative of organised civil society, but traditions, customs and acquired rights are 
firmly entrenched, not to mention the procedures for appointing Committee members. 
 
Whilst the representativeness of EESC members cannot be questioned, we have always been and are 
still fully aware that the Committee reflects only part of the diversity and dynamic of "organised civil 
society". 
 
For that reason, the Committee has made provisions for NGOs and European and transnational 
networks which are not directly represented in its midst to be increasingly involved in its work and 
structures. This involvement takes various forms: hearings, conferences, seminars, meetings, 
participation of experts, etc.  
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Thus, many links have been forged. There is no need to list them all here. You are familiar with them 
anyway. 
 
The most recent and most notable example of this desire for openness and interchange has been the 
regular information and consultation meetings with European civil society organisations and networks 
on the work of the Convention, organised by the Committee in collaboration with the Vice-Chairman 
of the Convention, Jean-Luc Dehaene, and other members of the Presidium. 
 
I can now tell you that, on the basis of this experience, the Committee has been asked by the European 
Parliament's Committee for Constitutional Affairs to help prepare the hearing of representatives of 
organised civil society on the Constitutional Treaty, to be held on 25 November. We will return to this  
matter in the course of our work. 
 
Meetings of this kind have undoubtedly served to demonstrate the EESC's desire to work harder and 
more effectively as a portal and listening post for organised civil society. In fact, I would even say 
that they have been a successful precursor to our future cooperation with European civil society 
organisations and networks. 
 
During the past few years, and particularly under the leadership of my two predecessors, Beatrice 
Rangoni Machiavelli and Göke Frerichs, the Committee has repeatedly expressed its determination to 
do more to step up cooperation with European civil society organisations and networks. 
 
Our efforts to this end have been backed up by the European Commission, not least through a 
protocol signed on 24 September 2001 in which the Commission committed itself to working together 
with the EESC to make it an "indispensable intermediary between the EU institutions and organised 
civil society". 
 
In spring 2003, an ad hoc group was set up to "explore arrangements and procedures for potential 
structured cooperation with European civil society organisations and networks". 
 
I am particularly grateful to the rapporteur of the ad hoc group, Jean-Michel Bloch-Lainé, and of 
course its president, Giacomina Cassina, for their strength of conviction and determination to bring 
the work to a successful conclusion and ensure that a consensus could be reached on practical 
proposals. 
 
This was accomplished in February 2004, when the EESC decided to set up a liaison group with civil 
society organisations and networks, whose remit was to be both a liaison body and a forum for 
political dialogue with these organisations and networks. 
 
I do not wish here to analyse the Bloch-Lainé report, which I am sure you are all familiar with and 
probably know off by heart, nor the reasoning underlying the decision. I have, in any event, already 
explained what this move is all about. 
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The role of the Liaison Group is to guarantee a coordinated EESC approach to European civil society 
organisations and networks and to follow up joint initiatives. 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
I think it would nevertheless be useful at this point to highlight the purpose of the steps we have taken 
to set up the Liaison Group since this has not always been fully understood. The aim is two-fold: 
 
• firstly, to ensure as broad a representation as possible of the main sectors of organised civil 

society at European level based on existing networks within each of the sectors identified; 
 
• secondly to identify those organisations and networks with a cross-functional role which can 

represent these various sectors in the Liaison Group. 
 
It was not therefore the task of the Committee to designate which organisations should be members of 
the Liaison Group or to appoint their representatives but rather to formulate balanced proposals 
regarding: 
 
• the various sectors whose representation should be ensured; and 
 
• the European organisations and networks which could be approached to appoint a representative 

to the Liaison Group for and on behalf of the various sectors. 
 
As I promised, the steps taken were discussed with representatives of the main European civil society 
organisations and networks, in particular those with which the Committee had already established 
close working links, and with the presidents of the Committee's three Groups. 
 
I am especially pleased that you have agreed to work with us to set up the Liaison Group and to 
participate in it as representatives of your respective sectors. Your presence shows that our initiative 
and the goals we pursue have, on the whole, been well understood and favourably received by 
European civil society organisations and networks. 
 
However, I regret the absence of some sectors of European organised civil society – and important 
ones at that, it must be said – as the networks concerned did not wish to cooperate with us in setting 
up the Liaison Group. 
 
Several reasons were put forward which, for the most part, seem to me to reveal a misunderstanding – 
and in some cases a profound misunderstanding - of the Committee’s institutional role, a role which is 
reinforced not only by the Protocol of cooperation signed with the Commission on 21 September 
2001, but also by the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe. This I deeply regret as well.  
 
That being said, these networks have demonstrated the will to continue dialogue with the Committee 
and to discuss with it questions that are of common interest. One cannot rule out the possibility that, 
with time, they will reconsider their position regarding the Liaison Group. 
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In this regard, I would like to stress that the creation of the Liaison Group is a qualitative leap forward 
in the cooperation between the EESC and European civil society organisations and networks. For that 
reason, it will be an additional instrument in the development and reinforcement of this cooperation 
and will complement those already in place and the initiatives which the Committee has already taken 
and will take in the future. 
 
Therefore, the setting up of the Liaison Group does not imply any monopoly concerning the 
representation of European organised civil society or that, from now on, there will be "first and 
second class" partners for the Committee. 
 
None of the Committee's initiatives, especially the creation of the Liaison Group, is such as to 
compromise the EESC's fervent desire to work even harder and more effectively as the forum for 
consulting civil society and the preferred channel through which civil society organisations can 
express their concerns, expectations and demands to the EU institutions. 
 
Indeed, quite the reverse. The implementation of these initiatives clearly implies close cooperation 
between all European organisations and networks that wish to work with the EESC. 
 
Moreover, the Committee is particularly anxious to harness to the full the potential pool of 
knowledge, skills and experience that exists in these organisations and networks and thus to widen the 
basis for consensus which is the foundation of EESC opinions in order to increase the added value of 
the EESC’s role as a consultative body and the way it dovetails with the other institutions. 
 
Friends, 
 
To conclude, I would like to reaffirm my conviction that each new significant move forward towards 
greater and better structured cooperation between the EESC and civil society organisations and 
networks, be they national or European, makes: 
 
• organised civil society more powerful and visible in the eyes of Member States, the EU 

institutions and public opinion; and 
 
• by ensuring the Committee a higher profile, gives it added value in accomplishing its remit and 

work. 
 
I wish the Liaison Group every success and hope that your efforts lead to even more constructive 
cooperation between the EESC and European civil society organisations and networks, serving the 
interests of both participatory democracy and European governance. 
 
Thank you. 


