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EDITORIAL Denmark: seventh time around 
as EU PresidentDear readers,

Europe’s history is one of turbulence and of hope. 
Despite its many struggles and wars, Europe has 
always managed to rise above seemingly insur-
mountable odds. Today, there is no denying that 
Europe faces yet another major hurdle. 

Now, more than ever, we must pull together in 
the face of a fi nancial crisis, the repercussions of 
which will be felt for generations to come. As is so 

oft en the case, the worst aff ected are those who are excluded, isolated and live on 
the margins. We cannot stand by and watch our young people lose sight of their 
dreams. In moments like these, we need to remind ourselves of the importance of 
the EU values of integration, diversity, solidarity and tolerance. 

On 7 December, we will award the EESC Civil Society Prize on the basis of 
these very values. Now in its fourth year, this prize is open to any EU-based civil 
society organisation that fosters the EU values of integration, diversity, solidarity 
and tolerance through dialogue and participation. We want to applaud their eff orts 
and their positive impact on people around Europe. 

Th e EESC is deeply committed to promoting EU ideals. In September, along 
with the Council of Europe and the French Economic, Social and Environmen-
tal Council (CESE), we organised a conference dedicated to the European Social 
Rights Charter. We are now working together to ensure that Europeans benefi t 
from their rights in the realms of housing, employment, health care, education and 
free movement. We cannot allow budget defi cits to undermine Europeans’ social 
protection systems and austerity measures to limit citizens’ associative rights. Nor 
must we lose sight of what Europe is about. 

We must hold on the vision of a peaceful and prosperous Europe. We cannot 
therefore allow this crisis to pull us apart and divide us. Instead, we must strike 
a balance between economic growth and the social agenda. We can secure sus-
tainability and growth through dialogue. We can build a more just and equitable 
Europe by showing solidarity.

Civil society organisations play a crucial and integral role in enabling Europe to 
become more sustainable. Th e new Lisbon Treaty recognises this role by allowing 
citizens and representative associations the opportunity to express their views and 
demands in all areas of the Union. 

Engaged people are speaking. Civil society organisations are carrying their 
voices to every corridor in Brussels. Now is the time to act for a stronger and 
more sustainable Europe.

Staff an Nilsson
President

9 December 2011
EESC, Brussels: hearing 
CCMI/94 study group 
meeting on ‘What changes 
for Europe’s banking sector 
with the new fi nancial rules?’

12 December 2011
EESC, Brussels: conference 
on ‘Nuclear safety: a much 
needed public debate’

21 December 2011
EESC, Brussels: conference 
on ‘European leaders, 
champions and front runners 
of sustainability preparing 
Rio+20’
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DIARY DATES

In the fi rst half of 2012, Denmark will 
hold the Presidency of the Council 
of the European Union. It is the sev-
enth time that Denmark has held the 
EU Council Presidency since join-
ing the European Community in 
1973. Th e EESC and its members, 
not least the nine Danish members, 
are already preparing for it (see the 
list of members: http://www.eesc.
europa.eu/?i=portal.en.members).

Since Denmark last held the 
Presidency, the Lisbon Treaty has 
come into force and the institu-
tional landscape in the EU has 
undergone major change. 

Th e Treaty has established new 
institutional actors, namely the per-
manent President of the European 
Council and the High Representa-
tive of the Union for Foreign Aff airs 
and Security Policy. It also formal-
ises the trio presidencies ensuring a 
higher degree of coordination and 
consistency. Th e Lisbon Treaty has 
also given the European Parliament 
a more infl uential role as co-legis-
lator on almost all new legislation. 
Cooperation with the European 
Parliament and other institutions 

will thus be an important task of 
the 2012 Danish Presidency.

In order not to disrupt the work 
of the existing Presidency and in 
order to achieve greater focus, 
more specific priorities will only 
be decided towards the close of 
the Polish Presidency. Many of the 
issues that will be dealt with during 
the Presidency are already familiar 
as they are already part of the EU 
legislative agenda. It is expected 
therefore that the following issues 
will be of major importance dur-
ing the Danish Presidency (source: 
http://um.dk/en).

 ■ Creating economic growth in 
the EU and ensuring a sound 
economy

 ■ Climate, internal energy mar-
ket, green development and 
agriculture

 ■ Justice and home aff airs

 ■ A strong global role for the EU 

 ■ Negotiations on the EU’s long-
term budget

In 2012, Europe will still have to 
deal with the economic and fi nan-
cial crisis. Th is will be refl ected in 
the Presidency agenda, where the 
focus will be on creating economic 
growth and ensuring improved 
economic coordination between 
Member States. 

At the EESC, the Danish mem-
bers have had exploratory meetings 
in Copenhagen with the Ministry of 
Foreign Aff airs and other relevant 
ministries. Bilateral meetings have 
been arranged with the Danish 
Permanent Representation in Brus-
sels, which has been very coopera-
tive and helpful. In short, we hope 
to welcome a Danish minister to 
our plenary at the beginning of 
the Presidency and, as part of the 
February plenary, Danish members 
will organise a Danish evening and 
there will be other Danish cul-
tural events. Sections and groups 
have also worked actively to build 
contacts with the incoming Presi-
dency — for example the European 
Consumers Day, mid-March 2012, 
will be organised in Copenhagen 
with the Danish Consumer Coun-
cil. A possible list of requests for 
exploratory opinions should also 
be under preparation.

We look forward to continuing 
to work with the Poland, Denmark 
and Cyprus trio and to a dynamic 
and results-oriented EU Presi-
dency. (pln) ●

Around Europe in search 
of young ideas

EESC Vice-President Anna Maria 
Darmanin and the First Vice-President 
of the European Parliament, Gianni 
Pittella, have successfully completed 
the fi rst three meetings of the initia-
tive ‘Five ideas for a younger Europe’.

The cycle of visits to European 
universities ‘In search of fresh ideas 
for Europe’ has already hit Leeds 
(UK), Valletta (MT) and Rende 
(IT), and will continue until the late 
spring of 2012.

They will soon go to Belgium, 
France, Spain, Poland and many 
other EU countries, with the aim 
of giving a voice to young Euro-
peans, to gather their views on the 
EU project and to draw some ideas 
to be integrated into future work of 
the two institutions.

On ht tp : / /www. facebook .
com/5ideas you can find a lot of 
additional information on this 
project: a journal of past encoun-
ters, photos and videos, and follow 
the day-to-day dialogue between the 
two Vice-Presidents and European 
youngsters. (rdr) ●

The First Vice-President of the European Parliament, Mr Gianni Pittella, and the Vice-President 
of the European Economic and Social Committee, Ms Anna Maria Darmanin
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We were saddened to learn, early on 10 October, of the 
death of a highly appreciated former President of the 
European Economic and Social Committee, Mario Sepi. 
Th e news took us by surprise and left  us all in disbelief 
and deep shock. 

Mario was a good colleague. Over the many years we 
spent together at the EESC, I was able to get to know 
him very well, to learn from him, to be inspired by him 
and to draw on his experience as a mediator, qualities 
that were born of his long trade union experience, both 
in Italy and in Europe. In negotiations over opinions he 
was sometimes an adversary, sometimes an ally, but he 
always remained loyal, honest, patient and respectful 
of others’ opinions.

Mario was a committed European. 

His international vision and his passion for the Euro-
pean project pervaded his thoughts, his work and his 
life.

First as a member, then as President of the Workers’ 
Group and finally as President of this Committee, 
Mario excelled in his role of providing a bridge between 
Europe and organised civil society, which is the EESC’s 
very raison d’être. 

Under his guidance, the Committee steered a course 
through diffi  cult times, facing a number of challenges 
which Mario managed to turn into opportunities for 
boosting our role within the European institutional 
set-up. His vision of Europe, as exemplified by his 
Programma, has been, and remains, a source of inspi-
ration for our Committee. 

Under his Presidency, the EESC saw its infl uence grow 
and succeeded in showing the considerable added value 
that civil society can bring to the European project. Th e 
tributes that have fl ooded in over the last few weeks 
demonstrate how eff ective his action was and attest to 
the void that his death has left  in all those who were 
fortunate enough to have known and worked with him. 

Mario was a friend. 

He was an open person with a sunny disposition — his 
reassuring presence inspired trust in those around him.

He will live on in my memory and in the memory of 
this Committee. 

So for one last time, 

Ciao Mario! 

Staff an Nilsson 

President of the European Economic 
and Social Committee

Mario Sepi, former EESC President

‘Mario dreamed of a 
Europe with room for all’

EESC — Mario Sepi passed 
away suddenly a few weeks 
ago. When did you fi rst meet, 
and how? 

Dassis — I met Mario many years 
ago, through our trade union activi-
ties. He was among the Italian trade 
unionists supporting those who 
opposed dictatorships, both in the 
west and the east. But I got to know 
him better during the years that we 
spent together in the EESC Workers’ 
Group. Mario was a child of my gen-
eration — the war generation — who 
devoted his life to peace, reconstruc-
tion, the years of economic growth 
and, more generally, the extraordi-
nary project of a united Europe. Th is 
is why Mario was so sensitive and 
supportive towards those who, like 
me, had personally experienced the 
tragedy of dictatorship. 

EESC — You said you got to 
know him best here, at the 
Committee, where he was 
your predecessor as Head 
of Group II before going 
on to occupy the position 
of EESC President in 2008. 
What is his greatest legacy? 

Dassis — It was under Mario’s Presi-
dency that our group was enhanced 
by the arrival of trade unionists from 
all those countries that had just 
joined the European Union. Mario 
did all he could to involve our new 
colleagues in the best possible way, 
by turning their experiences and his-
tories into an important asset which 

has, over the years, further enriched 
the group and its cohesion. As trade 
unionists we have varied histories 
and cultures; indeed, the great chal-
lenge of those years was to build a 
platform on which we could meet 
and exchange ideas and informa-
tion. Th ey were also the years of the 
intergovernmental conference and 
the debate on the future of the Lisbon 
Treaty. Mario strove to ensure that 
the Committee would be included 
in that text, which had such strong 
potential and signifi cance.

EESC — Mario Sepi cultivated a 
real passion for the European 
venture. What platform did 
this provide for his federalist 
ideas, his social vision of 
Europe, in these diffi  cult times 
for the EU? 

Dassis — Mario never stopped writ-
ing, reading, studying. He had an 
enthusiasm that motivated him, in 
his work, to always go one step fur-
ther in every venture, great or small. 
The economic and financial crisis 
broke during his Presidency, and 
his fi rst reaction was to organise a 
major high-level conference in Flor-
ence in order to discuss social exclu-
sion, poverty and ‘new poverty’, as 
well as ideals. Mario dreamed of a 
Europe with room for all: the multi-
national popular music concerts that 
he enjoyed organising were testament 
to this. His project, his dream, is also 
our own dream. And we will never let 
go of it.  ●

New EESC publicationsThe EESC and the CoR, ready to improve 
environmental performance

Already heard about the Eco-Man-
agement and Audit Scheme? The 
acronym EMAS may be more famil-
iar to you and, if not, it will be. More 
and more organisations are willing 
to manage their environmental 
impact and receive the EMAS cer-
tifi cation. Th is way the eff orts and 
resources invested in reducing the 
negative impact of one’s activities 
on the environment can be offi  cially 
certifi ed. 

The EMAS regulation was 
adopted in 1993, since then it has 
been modifi ed twice, in 2001 and in 
2009, drawing the attention of com-
panies and institutions. Th e EESC 
and the CoR couldn’t stay aside this 
initiative and signed in 2009 a char-
ter, committing to provide support 
and resources to this project.

On 10 0ctober 2011, the presi-
dents and secretaries-general 

renewed the commitment their 
predecessors made in May 2010, 
signing the environmental policy, 
which will be published in the envi-
ronmental statement. Th is is the way 
both Committees update measures 
to be more and more effi  cient in the 
consumption of electricity, gas and 
paper, or in the sorting of waste and 
the control of emissions due to staff  
travel. Th ese documents must fi rst 
be validated by an external audit, 
before resulting in EMAS certifi ca-
tion.

As Secretary-General, Martin 
Westlake stressed, ‘The promo-
tion of sustainable development 
and combating climate change are 
two things our Committee believes 
in deeply, both at political and at 
administrative level.’ Th e EMAS cer-
tifi cation can be achieved if we real-
ise the huge impact our daily actions 
could have for the protection of our 
planet when gathered. We shouldn’t 
miss this opportunity. (mvd/asp)
 ●

Interview with Georgios Dassis — 
President of the Workers’ Group 

1.  Services of general interest

2.  Demographic change: a chal-
lenge and an opportunity

3.  Transport, energy, infrastruc-
tures, information society

4.  Th e European Union budget

5.  Rio+20: a milestone on the road 
to sustainable development

6.  2011 European Design Award 
for a Sustainable Present

7.  Transport, energy, infrastruc-
tures, information society  — 
Energy

More information available at http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.
en.publications ●

e

IN MEMORIAM

In Memoriam: Mario Sepi
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Indoctrinated shock

The exit game
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Dear readers,
Europe has been experiencing a combination 

of failures ranging from bad government tax 

and spending practices to a 2008 American 

banking crisis caused by a combination of 

risky fi nancial derivatives, credit default swaps 

and greed. Today, we continue to struggle 

through a mire of economic uncertainties 

where a second banking crisis appears to be hovering on the near horizon. As 

of September 2011, the Business Climate Indicator for the euro area fell for the 

seventh month in a row.

Nobody needs to be warned about the consequences of a deepening recession. 

One only has to look at the increasingly alienated youth, at the long queues at the 

unemployment agencies, and at the sad spectacle of the severely indebted Greeks. 

We depend on our elected leaders to pull together and bring a fi nal closure to this 

chapter in Europe’s history. We depend on each other as members of a decent 

society to help those who have suff ered as a consequence of the crisis and result-

ing austerity. 

Europe needs to break out of the austerity/growth paradox — the need, on 

the one hand, to rebalance budgets in Member States and, on the other hand, the 

urgent need to see economic refl ation at a European level. Th ere is also a need for 

greater policy coherence at the core of Europe. We need to get back to growth 

in the real economy and not to keep pulling in the opposite direction. Th ere is a 

clear need for a more symmetrical approach to policymaking right across Europe. 

We need, we must, fi nd solutions to foster a return to inclusive and sustainable 

growth. Th e European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) is dedicated to this 

goal. As our title suggests, we are half economic and half social. Both are intricately 

linked. As President of the EESC’s Section for Economic and Monetary Union, 

my aim has always been to steer EU policy towards the citizen. Because of it, the 

EESC has an important role to play in ensuring the future stability of the Union’s 

economy and of our common currency. We do this by fi rst working on the ground 

and talking to and listening to the concerns of people from all around Europe. 

We then bring the message to the policymakers and exert pressure where needed. 

We support the fi nancial transaction tax. We support the Commission’s views 

and ideas on eurobonds and we look forward to the Commission’s Green Paper 

before the end of the year. We support the evolving role of the European Financial 

Stabilisation Mechanism, and most of all, we support the well-being of Europe’s 

500 million citizens.

Michael Smyth
President of the EESC’s Section for Economic and Monetary Union and Social Cohesion (ECO)

Europe’s fi nancial sector has so far 
received EUR 4.6 trillion in guaran-
tees from the EU citizen. Th e Belgian 
state recently bailed out the troubled 
Dexia Banque Belgique for EUR 4 bil-
lion. A second banking crisis appears 
imminent with EU citizens asked to 
contribute even more. In return, the 
European Commission is proposing 
a Financial Transaction Tax (FTT) 
that would generate EUR  55  bil-
lion per year. Th e fi nancial sector is 
against the proposal. 

Th e EESC, however, supports the 
FTT but is worried that the focus 
on structural reforms risks pushing 
Europe into a period of recession. 
Th e euro area annual infl ation was 
3.0 % in September as opposed to the 

Th e economic crisis sweeping across 
Europe is hitting its citizens hard. 
Solutions are invariably global, but 
fi nding a way out of the crisis also 
entails investing in local, national 
and Europe-wide initiatives. Educa-
tion, the training of low- and highly-
skilled workers and a review of the 
Single Market Act’s posting of work-
ers directive (PWD) are a few areas 
the EESC believes are crucial to exit-
ing the crisis.

‘Permanent education through 
lifelong learning programmes is 
essential for everyone who wants to 
strengthen his or her position on the 
labour market,’ said EESC member 
Martin Siecker, rapporteur for the 

1.9 % recorded a year earlier. Con-
troversial EU budget cuts in food aid 
to the poorest, along with reductions 
in pension entitlements, widespread 
pay and benefi t cuts for EU work-
ers, are placing immense pressure 
on Europe’s objective for a smart, 
sustainable and inclusive economy. 
Around 3.25 million jobs were lost in 
Europe in 2009 and 2010, and almost 
80 million Europeans are now at risk 
of poverty.

‘The governments rescue the 
banks and then expect the people 
to pay. We must look at the origin 
of the economic and social crisis,’ 
said Bernadette Ségol, General Sec-
retary of the European Trade Union 
Confederation (ETUC). Th e ETUC 

EESC opinion ‘EU crisis exit 
strategies’. Around 47 % of 
EU citizens are currently 
enrolled in vocational edu-
cation and training, although 
quality and quantity varies 
across Member States. In the 
Netherlands, 76 % of the pop-
ulation is enrolled as opposed 
to only 24 % in Portugal.

According to Mr Siecker, Europe 
has prioritised economic growth over 
its social commitments to the Euro-
pean citizen. Regulations meant to 
protect EU citizens, as enshrined in 
and legally binding under the Lisbon 
Treaty, have been both eroded and 
ignored. Many people are now left  
seeking temporary or low-skilled 
work. 

Th e trend towards temporary con-
tracts is also on the rise and is con-
tributing to a more unequal society. 
‘Unequal societies do not perform 
well,’ stated Mr Siecker, adding that 
the mutual trust between people 
and their trust in Europe has been 
destroyed. Th e social costs to the EU 

believes the fi nancial crisis is a com-
bined result of fi nancial deregulation 
and speculation and disagrees with 
the more common concept of irre-
sponsible high public spending. 

‘Th at is why we are asking Euro-
pean political leaders to take proper 
corrective measures to change a sys-
tem that has given free rein to specu-
lation and the greed of certain banks 
and hedge funds,’ she continued, add-
ing that bail-out conditions imposed 
by the EU–ECB–IMF troika risks 
undermining Europe’s social model 
in Greece, Italy and Portugal. The 
troika conceded in their draft  report 
on Greece in October that the coun-
try’s projected economic activity will 
continue to deteriorate in 2012. 

Stimulating growth, creating qual-
ity jobs and a sustainable economy 
requires introducing policies moti-
vated by fairness and solidarity, says 
the ETUC. It is pushing the EU and 
national governments to introduce 
eurobonds to help fi nance recovery 
initiatives and prevent fi nancial mar-
kets from attacking the euro. 

‘Harmonisation of the tax base 
for corporate profi ts, together with 
a minimum tax rate is also needed 
as well as an end to tax havens,’ said 
Ms Ségol, acknowledging that more 
robust wage policies could also sup-
port economic growth. ●

are immeasurable. Th e economic costs 
are being reassessed almost daily. 

Regaining mutual trust requires 
investment in education and training. 
Th is will be long term, but a revision 
of the PWD could achieve more rapid 
and positive socio-economic results. 
The PWD is supposed to prevent 
unfair competition with regard to 
wages and working conditions inside 
the EU. However, the EESC believes 
this is not always the case. 

Under the PWD, governments are 
unable to apply their own national 
social legislation and regulation in 
public tenders issued to a foreign 
contractor. As a result, the local 
workforce is pushed aside in favour 
of the cheaper alternative. 

‘If we don’t succeed, we may have 
to face the possibility that all that will 
remain of the EU will be the square 
kilometre of concrete, glass and steel 
near the centre of Brussels,’ he con-
cluded. ●
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March to Brussels

The Indignados movement that 
has been sweeping through Europe 
in the past few months arrived in 
Brussels on 8 October. Hundreds of 
people had marched over 1 500 km 
from Madrid. Others arrived from 
Barcelona, Toulouse, Aachen and 
Amsterdam. All came to protest 
against a government and an eco-
nomic system they claim are obst-
acles to human progress. In Brus-
sels, they camped in the Elisabeth 
Park, only to be evicted and relo-
cated to an abandoned building 
at the HUB, a Flemish university 
located in Brussels.

‘We have forgotten the human 
dimension of society,’ stated Ben 
Borges, a 30-year-old Belgian 

Indignado who is on the Indigna-
dos International Commission, in 
an interview with EESC info. On 
19 October at the Madariaga Foun-
dation, Mr Borges met senior EU 
official Koos Richelle, Director-
General at the European Commission’s 
Directorate-General for Employment, 
Social Aff airs and Inclusion. 

‘We don’t represent the move-
ment; we speak only for ourselves. 
The European Commission was 
open to our ideas. It was a bit of a 
surprise for us but it was good to talk 
and at least get our message across,’ 
he said, adding that they told the 
European Commission representa-
tives that Europe has lost touch with 
its citizens.

Th e Indignados had also 
invited MEPs to discuss and 
debate the crisis. ‘We do 
want to speak with politi-
cians, but we don’t like the 
idea of a small group of 
people going into the Euro-
pean Parliament to represent 
the diversity of this move-
ment,’ Mr Borges explained. 
‘We want them to come to 
our popular assemblies. We 
want them to see what it’s 
like on the streets. But they 
did not accept our invita-
tion,’ he added.

Mr Borges,  who has 
been unable to find steady 
employment, has used his 
expertise in social network-
ing to fi nd and channel the 

voices of those he feels Europe has 
abandoned. A recent Eurobarometer 
survey has found that most Euro-
peans are dissatisfi ed with the way 
inequalities and poverty are dealt 
with in their country. Mr Borges, 
who also set up Internet terminals 
in the abandoned university build-
ing, described conditions inside as 
deplorable. 

‘Th e march to Brussels started off  
as a Facebook rumour, which quickly 
became a reality,’ he said, acknowl-
edging that the Internet’s power to 
organise civil action and promote 
direct democracy will only increase. 
‘Europe is not listening to us, but the 
people are,’ he concluded.  ●

Where recovery begins

Austerity programmes, in response 
to the global economic crisis, and 
the push in some quarters to impose 
sanctions on profligate Member 
States are having knock-on eff ects on 
a wide range of social programmes. 
The short-term consequences are 
reflected in bleak Eurostat figures 
and the disheartening stories of 
people looking for decent work and 
a brighter future. 

The euro area unemployment 
rate is now 10 %, up from 9.2 % in 
August last year. Th e Economic Sen-
timent Indicator, which ranks busi-
ness confi dence, dropped 3.4 points 
in September in the EU and euro 
area. According to the European 
Commission, this decrease ‘refl ects 
broad-based cross-sector deteriora-
tion in sentiment, with particularly 
strong losses in confi dence in indus-
try and services’.

For Conny Reuter, Secretary 
General of Solidar, the EU’s focus 
on increasing competitiveness and 
strengthening the Stability and 
Growth Pact has come at the expense 
of social cohesion and the well-being 
of Europe’s most vulnerable people. 
Solidar is a European network of 
NGOs working to advance social 
justice in Europe and worldwide. 
Austerity is fi xated on the long-term 
narrative of fi scal and fi nancial meas-
ures, he says. ‘Th e market cannot dic-
tate the rules,’ Mr Reuter told EESC 
info. ‘In times of crisis you need to 
invest. You cannot create a sound 
economic future by destroying its 
social dimension.’ 

Th e recovery will begin, according 
to Mr Reuter, when the EU imple-
ments the employment, poverty 
reduction and social inclusion targets 
outlined in the Europe 2020 strategy. 
He sees the Europe 2020 initiatives, 
such as ‘New skills for new jobs’ and 
‘Youth on the move’, as prime exam-
ples of how to promote growth while 
ensuring the social dimension. 

But getting people back to work is 
not enough. ‘In Germany, 45 % of all 
new jobs were created through tem-
porary agencies,’ he said. If competi-
tion is based on low labour costs, then 
jobs move to countries where labour 
is cheaper. To counteract this, social 
standards must be raised to a high 
level in all EU countries. Poverty also 
aff ects the 18 % of the EU population 
classifi ed as working poor.

Th e EESC supports Europe 2020 
and has long advocated measures 
to reduce by 20 million the number 
of people at risk of poverty. In 
June 2010, Mario Sepi, the recently 
deceased former EESC President, 
urged the European Council to tackle 
inequalities, strengthen social protec-
tion and promote social inclusion. 

Just four days before he passed 
away, Mr Sepi said that the thrust of 
the EESC in these diffi  cult times was 
to safeguard Europe’s social capital. 
‘Rights and solidarity to guide glo-
balisation,’ was his presidential motto 
and one that still rings true for the 
EESC. ●

A job away from home

Twenty-six-year-old Virág Gulyás 
considers herself lucky. Having 
graduated last July, she has found 
a paid traineeship in Brussels. Th e 
pay is not much, she concedes, but 
she manages to get by with the help 
of friends.

‘The internship took me a few 
steps back financially but I was 
unable to fi nd what I was looking 
for in Hungary,’ she told EESC info. 
Around 53 % of young Europeans 
are willing — or would like — to 

move for work, according to Euro-
barometer. Europe’s labour mobility 
is 3 %. 

Ms Gulyás’ desire to leave Hun-
gary was not just fi nancially moti-
vated. She has always had a strong 
desire to live abroad. She started her 
12-month traineeship in September, 
and aims to network and pick up 
French during her stay. Some of her 
former Hungarian classmates, she 
says, are not as lucky. Many are work-
ing in pubs in London, while others 

are unemployed and are struggling 
to get by.

Her story is an exception to an 
otherwise worrying trend among 
Europe’s youth. Nearly one in fi ve, 
or over 5  million young people, 
cannot fi nd work. During his ‘State 
of the Union’ address, European 
Commission President José Manuel 
Barroso described the situation 
of young people in some Member 
States as ‘simply dramatic’. Th e IMF 
has claimed that an entire generation 

could be lost to the labour market 
because of the crisis. 

Peter Matjašič, President of the 
European Youth Forum, told EESC 
info that the crisis is preventing 
young people from becoming inde-
pendent, as they are unable to fi nd 
stable employment and integrate into 
society. ‘Th e risk of a lost generation 
is real, therefore the EU needs to 
acknowledge it and invest in youth in 
order to contribute to a lasting recov-
ery from the crisis,’ he said, adding 
that young people are having to rely 
on traineeships to enter a narrowing 
labour market.

‘More and more young interns 
have unfortunately found themselves 
as subjects of cheap labour, oft en per-
forming tasks with no contribution 
to their educational objectives or 

career, and with no access to either 
social security or health insurance,’ 
continued Mr Matjašič. 

The EESC wants the EU and 
national governments to create 
quality frameworks for traineeships. 
According to the EESC opinion on 
‘Youth on the move’, any cuts in 
existing European plans and pro-
grammes of value to young people 
should be avoided. But the Euro-
pean Youth Forum and the millions 
of young people they represent doubt 
the EU’s capacity to follow through 
on its stated commitments.

‘Instead of focusing only on 
recapitalisation of banks, European 
leaders should also be thinking of 
investing more and better in youth,’ 
said Mr Matjašič. ●
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‘Robin Hood’ tax will give to both 
the poor and the rich

A tax on fi nancial transactions will 
not just help to provide economic 
justice and new sources of gov-
ernment revenue in these times of 
austerity, but will also protect fi nan-
cial markets against the ills of over-
speculation. 

The idea of a so-called ‘Robin 
Hood’ tax, i.e. a fi nancial transac-
tions tax (FTT), has been around for 
the past decade. However, follow-
ing the 2008 fi nancial crisis and the 
deep recession it triggered, a broad 
consensus is emerging in support 
of it.

Although no such tax has yet 
been introduced, it has been debated 
widely in the EU and at the G20. For 
its part, the EESC is generally sup-
portive of the idea. 

‘Th e EESC believes that there is a 
need for a transition from a short-
term to a long-term horizon, with 
bonuses not linked to speculative 
activities,’ according to an EESC 
opinion on the influential report 
released by the High-Level Expert 
Group on Financial Supervision in 
the EU, which was chaired by Jacques 
de Larosière. ‘In this spirit, the EESC 
supports the idea of a tax on fi nancial 
transactions.’

Th e objectives of this tax would be 
to fi nd new sources of public fi nance 
that could be used to fund develop-
ment and environment initiatives 
and to alleviate the strain on the pub-
lic purse.

A fi nancial transaction tax would 
also have benefi cial eff ects on market 

behaviour, in particular speculation 
by traders and other fi nancial institu-
tions. ‘FTT is necessary to reduce the 
speculative part of banking, which 
supervision has no eff ect on,’ explains 
former EESC member Lars Nyberg, 
who was a member of the Workers’ 
Group between 1995 and 2010. 

Mr Nyberg also published an 
own-initiative  opinion specifi cally 
dedicated to the idea of a fi nancial 
transaction tax which describes how 
derivative markets and other forms 
of speculative activity have exploded 
over less than two decades. For 
example, the total value of fi nancial 
transactions increased from 15 times 
global GDP in 1990 to 70 times in 
2007. An FTT would dampen this 
tendency.

Not only would an FTT stabilise 
global markets, but it would also 
reap a sizeable return for the public 
budget. ‘If applied across Europe, the 
tax receipts would amount to around 
1.5 % of GDP... Applied worldwide, 
the tax receipts would amount to 
approximately 1.2 % of world GDP.’

A more recent EESC opinion on 
smart fiscal policy underlined the 
need to act soon ‘in order to raise 
money to address budgetary imbal-
ances, fund economic stimulus to 
promote growth and combat purely 
speculative activities’. ●

Financial markets: 
from regulation to education

The EESC believes that reforming 
Europe’s volatile fi nancial markets 
in order to boost their contribution 
to sustainable economic growth and 
job creation requires a broad holistic 
approach that encompasses every-
thing from regulation to education. 

Th e European Union’s responses 
to the fi nancial, economic and sov-
ereign debt crises have been robust 
and timely, and have helped take the 
edge off  the negative fall-out from 
these structural problems.

One cornerstone of the EU’s 
response has been to focus on reform-
ing the fi nancial sector — both within 
Europe and internationally  — to 
ensure that, in future, it will no longer 
act as a trigger for deeper crises. Th e 
EU has put new rules in place and set 
up new agencies to ensure early iden-
tifi cation and prevention of problems 
and make certain that all fi nancial 
players are properly regulated and 
supervised.

Europe 2020, the EU’s overarching 
strategy for the current decade, set 

improved economic governance as 
one of its top priorities. Th is includes 
action to repair the fi nancial sector, 
such as future measures to ensure 
that European banks hold suffi  cient 
capital reserves to enable them to 
withstand any future shocks to the 
fi nancial system.

Along the way, the EESC has 
played a crucial role in assessing 
the proposed measures and putting 
forward its own solutions. A good 
example of this process in action is 
the EESC assessment of, and feed-

Saving Europe’s banks

Reforms of the European banking 
sector are threatened by the sovereign 
debt crisis and this means that EU 
governments need to rethink their 
approach to the single currency and 
bailing out Member States in trouble, 
argues EESC member Peter Morgan.

Th e 2008 fi nancial crisis led to the 
effective insolvency of numerous 
banks on both sides of the Atlantic 
and a lack of liquidity in the bank-
ing sector. ‘Bank balance sheets were 
stuffed with subprime mortgage 
derivatives which were dramatically 
downgraded by credit-rating agen-
cies and could not be turned into 
cash,’ observed Mr Morgan, who is 
a member of the EESC’s Employ-
ers’ Group and currently chairs the 
Association of Lloyd’s Members. 
‘Th is was a double whammy, aff ect-
ing both quality of assets and liquid-
ity,’ he said.

Although some banks were 
allowed to fail, governments gen-
erally moved in to rescue them by 
injecting much-needed liquidity 
and through restructuring. ‘After 
the immediate shake-out, the banks 
which remained set about repair-
ing their balance sheets,’ explained 
Mr Morgan.

In addition, the EU set in motion a 
major overhaul of the banking sector, 
using as their blueprint the infl uential 
report compiled by the High-Level 
Expert Group on Financial Supervi-
sion in the EU, chaired by Jacques de 
Larosière. Actions included establish-
ing a European Banking Authority, 
and legislation granting Member 
States new powers to restructure 
struggling banks.

‘But before any of the regulations 
and directives had taken eff ect, the 
sovereign debt crisis struck,’ added 

Mr Morgan, noting the additional 
challenge that, ‘in some Member 
States, banks had not yet suffi  ciently 
cleaned up their balance sheets, nor 
raised enough new capital, when the 
sovereign debt crisis struck’.

The sovereign debt crisis came 
about because some Member States 
have a debt-to-GDP ratio of such 
magnitude that their ability to repay 
is in doubt. Although the Stability 
and Growth Pact sets a ceiling on 
public debt of 60 % of GDP, a country 
like Greece, whose debt is 180 % of 
GDP, has reached a level three times 
as high. To reduce this debt requires 
both cuts to public spending and 
high economic growth, but austerity 
measures in struggling economies 
have the side-effect that they are 
likely to depress growth prospects, 
Mr Morgan pointed out.

He added that the latest crisis has 
also exposed the euro’s structural 
deficiencies. ‘EMU has been accu-
rately described as monetary union 
“lite”. The euro area must either 
move to full fiscal union or deal 
rationally with the incompatibility 
between self-governing northern and 
southern Member States.’

Since neither of these solutions 
appears likely, in Mr Morgan’s evalu-
ation, ‘Europe is facing a messy and 
prolonged crisis, and the banks are in 
the front line.’

He believes that the EU’s priority 
should not be to underwrite the bad 
debt of struggling Member States. 

‘Crisis funds should be used to 
alleviate general threats to bank 
liquidity and solvency until they can 
recapitalise and improve the qual-
ity of their assets,’ Mr Morgan con-
cluded. ●

back on, the package of measures pro-
posed by the European Commission 
under the ‘Regulating fi nancial ser-
vices for sustainable growth’ umbrella. 

These included a Commission 
proposal to create three new Euro-
pean supervisory authorities for the 
banking, securities markets, and the 
insurance and occupational pen-
sions sectors. Th is new architecture 
was launched in record time, at the 
beginning of 2011, less than two years 
aft er it was initially proposed.

In addition to welcoming the 
proposed package, the EESC rec-
ommended that the EU executive 
consider and study the idea of estab-

lishing a fi nancial services consumer 
protection authority like the one due 
to be launched in the United States. 

On a similar note, an EESC opin-
ion released in July 2011 emphasises 
that, in addition to better regulation, 
European citizens need to acquire a 
greater degree of financial literacy 
in today’s world. ‘Europeans have a 
responsibility to improve their fi nan-
cial awareness throughout their lives,’ 
the opinion stresses, before calling 
for financial education to become 
a compulsory subject on the school 
curriculum and for this education 
to be followed up in training and 
retraining programmes for workers.
 ●
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Towards renewed stability 
and growth in the euro area

In order to prevent a future sov-
ereign debt crisis in the euro area, 
robust budgetary surveillance has to 
be integrated into the Stability and 
Growth Pact. Th is is the conclusion 
of an EESC opinion drawn up by rap-
porteur Vincent Farrugia.

Th e 2008 fi nancial crisis not only 
shook the global fi nancial system but 
also triggered the worst recession 
in living memory. Economic slow-
down combined with costly fi nan-
cial rescue packages placed a massive 
strain on the public purse in Europe. 
Th is, combined with long-standing 
structural problems in some Mem-
ber States, paved the way to what has 
become known as the euro sovereign 
debt crisis.

As European leaders strive to con-
tain the fall-out from the sovereign 
debt crisis and calm jittery markets, 
the EU has wisely turned an eye to 
the future and is developing mech-
anisms to prevent such a situation 
from occurring again. Although the 
existing policy toolkit and economic 
and monetary union (EMU) have 
enabled Europe to weather the storm, 
improvements are needed.

To this end, in 2010 the European 
Commission unveiled a proposal for 
a regulation in this area. 

The Stability and Growth Pact 
(SGP), which sets a ceiling on pub-
lic debt, is the key instrument for 
ensuring budgetary discipline in the 

euro area through policy coordina-
tion and surveillance. But, in light of 
the recent crisis, the SGP needs an 
overhaul, and the Commission has 
proposed to equip it with more eff ec-
tive enforcement and surveillance 
mechanisms and to complement 
them with provisions on national 
fi scal frameworks.

In December, the Council of the 
European Union sought the EESC’s 
input on this draft  regulation, and the 
result was an opinion adopted in May 
by 139 votes to 10, with 33 absten-
tions. 

Th e EESC opinion — draft ed by 
Vincent Farrugia, a Maltese member 
of Group I (Employers) — welcomed 
the proposed regulation but pointed 
out ‘the need for adequate review in 
the preventive and corrective ele-
ments of this proposal’. Fiscal rules, 
he argued, should take into consid-
eration the quality of fiscal activi-
ties, greater emphasis on prevention 
rather than cure, and provide more 
incentives in addition to punitive 
measures.

The opinion stresses the huge 
importance of enforcing the new 
rules because ‘lack of enforcement in 
the past has weakened the SGP and 
dented its credibility’.  ●

Making mortgages as safe as houses

Commission unveiled a proposal for 
a European directive on credit agree-
ments relating to residential property 
in March, following a broad stake-
holder consultation and the publica-
tion of a White Paper. 

‘A single European mortgage 
market will ensure a broader sup-
ply of credit and boost competition,’ 
explained Reine-Claude Mader, 
EESC rapporteur on the proposal 
for a directive and Chair of the Con-
sumer, Housing and Lifestyle Federa-
tion (CLCV) in France. ‘It will also 
help protect the interests of both 
lenders and consumers.’.

Rethinking the EU: 
beyond economic 
governance

Austerity measures to exit the cur-
rent crisis must be complemented by 
‘entry strategies’ to promote recovery 
and growth, stressed former EESC 
member Lars Nyberg.

Faced with the ever-increasing 
price tag of the recovery packages 
designed to help the European Union 
exit the fi nancial and economic cri-
ses, as well as the more recent sover-
eign debt crisis, many Member States 
have implemented some of the most 
severe austerity measures in living 
memory, with the overarching aim 
of reducing budget defi cits to 3 % of 
GDP by 2014–15.

These have led to massive lay-
off s and cuts to public services and 
the public sector, triggering popu-
lar discontent and social unrest in 
many parts of Europe. In the longer 
term, these austerity measures may 
help pay the accrued bill for tackling 
the chain of crises facing the EU, but 
it is also likely to deepen the current 
slow-down and delay the prospects 
for a rapid recovery.

‘Th e austerity programmes reduce 
all tendencies to recovery which 
could exist. Most of the austerity 
measures reduce private consump-
tion,’ warned former EESC mem-
ber Lars Nyberg, who authored an 
opinion on economic recovery in 
2010. ‘What needs to be done is to 
combine the austerity programmes 

with large public investments, which 
are not only much needed, but also 
create renewed private demand, the 
first step on the road to sustained 
recovery.’

‘Th e austerity measures are an exit 
strategy. Investment programmes 
are an entry strategy,’ summed up 
Mr Nyberg, who was a member of 
the EESC’s Workers’ Group between 
1995 and 2010. He represented the 
Swedish Trade Union Confederation 
LO, where he had worked for some 
three decades.

The EESC’s opinion from last 
autumn, which Mr Nyberg oversaw, 
outlined the key elements of this 
‘entry strategy’. Th ey included boost-
ing aggregate demand, particularly 
private consumption, cushioning 
the eff ects of the austerity measures, 
boosting competitiveness to reduce 
current account defi cits, integrating 
productivity and real wages into the 
Stability and Growth Pact, and better 
supervision of fi nancial markets.

Th e opinion also recommended 
greater public investment in infra-
structure and energy, active labour-
market policies focused on new skills 
for new jobs and fi nding new sources 
of income to fi nance these measures, 
such as a fi nancial transactions tax 
(see related article) and an emissions 
tax.  ●

Proposed EU legislation to create a 
single European market in mortgages 
will help protect consumers from 
irresponsible lending and will under-
write the stability of banks although, 
according to EESC rapporteur Reine-
Claude Mader, it must go further.

The financial crisis, which trig-
gered the most serious global eco-
nomic downturn since the 1929 Wall 
Street Crash, is widely attributed to 
irresponsible subprime mortgage 
lending in the United States. This 
practice left  banks and other fi nan-
cial institutions on both sides of the 
Atlantic exposed to risk, so that when 

the ‘property bubble’ fi nally burst it 
led to a massive surge of foreclosures 
and home repossessions.

‘During the boom years, we saw 
examples of borrowers and lenders 
acting on the assumption that the 
good times could not end,’ observed 
Internal Market and Services Com-
missioner Michel Barnier. ‘Lenders 
and intermediaries alike engaged in 
irresponsible practices, and consum-
ers were not warned of the conse-
quences of their decisions.’

To avoid any recurrence of such 
a situation in the EU, the European 

Th e draft  directive seeks to cre-
ate a single European market in 
mortgages to replace the current 
scenario of fragmented national 
markets. It outlines, among other 
things, requirements for mort-
gage advertising and consumer 
information, ensures the appro-
priate regulation of lenders, 
facilitates the cross-border author-
isation of lenders and sets standards 
for credit-worthiness.

Although the EESC opinion 
draft ed by Ms Mader welcomes the 
draft  directive, it raises a number of 
questions. Th ese include concerns 

that the proposal does not consider 
the wider picture of European and 
national consumer legislation and 
that its measures do not go far 
enough to ensure responsible lend-
ing. Furthermore, complementary 
rules are needed to regulate fi nan-
cial intermediaries.

‘A package of complementary 
measures will ensure that a situation 
in which home-buyers fi nd them-
selves stripped of their property 
never occurs again,’ she asserted. ●
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The EESC and the CDES bring Brazilian 
and European civil societies closer

Czech EESC members 
bring the EU closer 
to their citizens

In late September/early October the 
European Commission organised a 
series of public meetings in several 
major Czech cities, involving European 
information and consultative agencies 
based in the Czech Republic. Th e objec-
tive was to showcase the EU’s main val-
ues and the opportunities they can off er.

The EESC, through its Czech 
members, took advantage of the 

opportunity to promote the EESC’s 
main activities, including the Presi-
dent’s work programme, relevant 
opinions and general information. 
Finally the members met Commis-
sioner Stefan Füle in Pilsen and 
agreed on the proposal to hold a 
public hearing in Prague this year, 
involving both the EC and the 
EESC. (asp) ●

In 2003, Brazilian President Luiz 
Inácio Lula da Silva decided to create 
the Brazilian Council for Economic 
and Social Development (CDES), 
an advisory body to the Presidency 
on socioeconomics issues. Th e main 
task of its 102 members, including 
ministers, employers and trade 
unionists, is to provide the govern-
ment with consensus positions on 
government policies so as to link up 
economic growth and social justice. 

The CDES and the EESC have 
been cooperating in a common 
strategy to give a voice to civil soci-
eties on both sides of the Atlantic 

to very productive conclusions. Th e 
concrete result was a joint position 
on how to improve and implement 
a sustainable development approach 
in view of the next United Nations 
summit on the topic (Rio de Janeiro, 
June 2012).

Staff an Nilsson took this oppor-
tunity to point out that the round 
table has already tackled issues of 
strategic importance such as food 
security, climate change and the 
fi nancial crisis, and is thus accom-
plishing the mandate given by the 
European Union–Brazil Summit 
in 2007. (asp) ●

Deepening the social dimension of Europe 
to get out of the crisis

Over 15% of Europeans 
are at risk of poverty or 
social exclusion, and 
homelessness is  the 
fourth most common 
reason given for poverty 
in the EU. Th at is why the 
European Economic and 

Social Committee is determined to defend new social busi-
ness models as a way forward for growth and employment in 
Europe. In its October plenary session, the EESC endorsed two 
opinions aimed at promoting social entrepreneurship and com-
bating homelessness in the EU.

Th e opinion on social entrepreneurship was requested by 
the European Commission, which intends to launch the Social 
Business Initiative (SBI) at the end of October, as part of a 
global package aimed at making European enterprises more 
responsible. Th e rapporteur for the EESC’s opinion, Ariane 
Rodert (Various Interests Group, Sweden) stressed that social 
enterprises created both economic and social value and off ered 
signifi cant opportunities for growth, making them an impor-
tant instrument for resolving the current challenges.

Regarding the problem of homelessness in the EU, the rap-
porteur for the EESC opinion, Eugen Lucan (Various Interests 
Group, Romania), said that the EU was not tackling the prob-
lem of homelessness, either by collecting information or by 
coordinating actions at EU level. He pointed out that, whilst the 
EU had taken further steps to integrate social and employment 
policies, it had taken absolutely no action to fi ght against this 
disgraceful reality in Europe and stressed that millions of our 
fellow citizens lacked one of the most important fundamental 
rights in Europe: housing. (ail) ●

Protecting children against sexual abuse

Last year, the EESC published an opinion on the sexual abuse 
of children and child pornography. Now, the EESC has added 

to that opinion, by putting forward some recommendations 
on prevention.

The new opinion deals with weak-
nesses already exposed in the study group 
and section: there is a need to look at pre-
ventive measures more closely. Preven-
tion on multiple levels is key to protecting 
children. Victims of child sexual abuse 
suff er not only an intolerable violation of 
their right to physical integrity but also a 
lifetime of horrifi c social, emotional and 

psychological consequences. Th e EESC therefore commends 
the work that many civil society players, particularly NGOs, 
do to implement preventive measures.

On 27 October, Madi Sharma, rapporteur for this EESC 
opinion, launched an online database of good practice for 
the protection of children against sexual abuse. It is hosted 
on the following website:

http://www.eesc.europa.eu/prevent-child-abuse 

The best practice examples were collected from across 
Europe by NGOs and state agencies that set up hotlines and 
launch awareness campaigns for children in schools, on the 
Internet or on TV. Th ey will serve as a fundamental tool in the 
fi ght against child abuse. (ail) ●

The EESC says ‘yes’ to the Common Consolidated 
Corporate Tax Base

Th e EU has been making progress towards the single market 
since its inception, taking gradual steps, some of them conten-
tious, to turn 27 diff erent markets into one. On 16 March 2011, 
the Commission adopted a proposal on a Common Consoli-
dated Corporate Tax Base (CCCTB) with one main purpose: 
to reduce the obstacles to cross-border activity within the EU 
that are hindering the completion of the single market. 

Th e EESC adopted a favourable opinion on the proposed 
Council directive, maintaining that the CCCTB promotes fair, 

sustainable competition. It thus believes that this legislative 
act will have a benefi cial eff ect on growth and jobs, even in the 
medium term.

Following a lively debate focusing on the mandatory versus 
optional nature of the CCCTB and on the question of which 
companies it would apply to, the Committee opted not to call 
for the immediate mandatory application of the CCCTB, but 
rather to endorse an optional arrangement during the intro-
ductory phase. In the long term, the CCCTB should be man-
datory — at least above a certain threshold — for businesses 
operating across borders. (asp) ●

EU 2050 transport plan ambitious but fl awed

The October plenary ses-
sion saw a debate with 
Transport Commissioner, 
Siim Kallas, during which 
the European Economic 
and Social Committee 
(EESC) criticised the EU 
plans for the future of 

transport for being too vague, inflexible and unrealistic 
in parts.

Th e EESC highlighted the mismatch between the goals, the 
methods needed to achieve them and the budgetary resources 
available. It also noted that the Commission’s long-term 
strategy lacked any specifi c short-term measures or targets to 
achieve it. ‘Th e roadmap is devoid of a more precise work plan 
for the period 2013–30,’ said Jean Coulon (Employees’ Group, 
France), rapporteur of the opinion.  

Th e Committee stated that too much hope was being pinned 
on electric vehicles and new, greener fuels alone. ‘On top of 
developing new propulsion systems and fuels, the EU should do 
more to optimise road freight transport,’ stressed Stefan Back 
(Employers’ Group, Sweden), co-rapporteur of the opinion. 
Th e number of journeys could be reduced through better plan-
ning and logistics and the wider use of e-freight measures, he 
added. (mb)  ●

PLENARY SESSION IN A NUTSHELL

Eugen Lucan, EESC member Madi Sharma, 

EESC member

Siim Kallas, Vice-President of the European 
Commission in charge of Transport

in the EU–Brazil relations. Th e lat-
est expression of this cooperation 
was the fi ft h Brazil–EU Civil Soci-
ety round table, which took place 
in Porto on 7, 8 and 9 November. 
Among those taking part were 
Wellington Moreira Franco, Exec-
utive Secretary of the CDES, the 
President of the EESC, Staff an Nils-
son, and high representatives of the 
European External Action Service 
and the Portuguese government. 
Consequently, the working sessions 
on the EU–Brazil relations, sustaina-
ble development and green economy 
tackled these issues from a multidi-
mensional perspective and gave rise 

From left to right: Wellington Moreira Franco (Executive Secretary of the Brazilian CDES), Staff an Nilsson (EESC’s President) 
and Katarzyna Skórzyńska (Polish Ambassador to Portugal)
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Genetic modifi cation in the EU

Biotechnology, or genetic modifi ca-
tion, is a thorny issue. Discussions 
are oft en emotional, which is regret-
table, given that this politically sen-
sitive subject merits a better quality 
of debate.

The EU legislative framework 
on GM food and feed is currently 
being evaluated by the European 
Commission. This exercise may 
lead to important policy changes in 

the regulatory framework in 2012. 
Developments in GMOs have been 
moving extremely fast: the fi rst EU 
laws on GMOs go back to 1990. Th ey 
have been adjusted time and again, 
resulting in a complex patchwork of 
legislation that will in consequence 
require fundamental review.

The EESC organised a public 
hearing on ‘Agricultural biotechnol-
ogy: genetically modifi ed food and 
feed in the EU’ on 20 October 2011. 
Th e main objective of this meeting 
was to improve the EESC’s knowl-
edge base on the use of GMOs in 
agriculture and to contribute to the 
ongoing debate through high-quality 
contributions from expert speakers. 
Among the key issues discussed dur-
ing the hearing were: intellectual 

property rights, the link between 
GMOs and global food security, and 
other questions such as co-existence, 
labelling and the role of science.

Th e conclusions of the hearing fed 
into the opinion, to be presented at 
the December plenary session by 
rapporteur Martin Siecker, which 
aims to give as complete an over-
view as possible of the current state 
of play in biotechnology. Th e opin-
ion reviews what ethical restrictions 
are justifi able, what ecological inter-
ests are at stake and what undesir-
able economic developments might 
ensue. Th e opinion aims to provide 
a roadmap for an objective political 
discussion of these important ques-
tions. (fda) ●

A week dedicated to the explosive mix 
‘chemistry and culture’

Under the initiative of EESC mem-
ber David Sears, the Committee con-
tributed to the International Year of 
Chemistry, organising a Chemistry 
and Culture Week. From 3 to 7 Octo-
ber a series of events showed the rela-
tions between chemistry and culture 
over time. In this context, three 
exhibitions took place in the Jacques 
Delors Building. 

Th e fi rst exhibition gave an his-
torical view, pointing out the work 
of Maria Skłodowska-Curie and her 
role as a scientist in a men’s world. 
Th e second consisted of a video dis-
play showing how children all around 
the world conceive the role of water 
in today’s society. In the last one, a 
model of the Solar Impulse was dis-
played and presented by Nicholas 
Edwards (Solvay). This is the first 
plane fl ying on solar power, with the 
size of an Airbus A-340, the weight 
of a motor car and the engine power 
of a scooter!

On 8 October, Professors Tony 
Ryan (TR) and Helen Storey (HS) 
presented their ‘Catalytic clothing’ 

project: these are clothes cleaning 
the surrounding air whilst being 
worn! As HS told EESC info in an 
interview, their aim is ‘to get the arts 
and the sciences to work together’, 
by giving a 50 people audience ‘a 
doorway in science’. 

TR added: ‘Th is project changed 
the way we do science so that the 
social aspects of what we are doing 
are incorporated in the research 
before it is done.’

Finally the programme was 
opened with an impressive show 
by Technopolis and completed 
with ‘Mendeleev Alive’, an interac-
tive presentation by Peter Casey. ●

Soon in the EESC
Making the UN Rio+20 Summit a success — 
European contributions

Th e United Nations is convening a summit-level conference on sustainable 
development in Rio in the summer of 2012. As the EESC has stressed in 
its opinion on Rio+20 (CESE 1386/2011), the Rio+20 Conference must 
send out a clear signal to the world community advocating a shift  towards 
sustainable global development that will help to eliminate poverty and 
social injustice whilst preserving natural resources for future generations.

On 21 December 2011, the EESC will host a conference on ‘European 
leaders, champions and front runners of sustainability preparing Rio+20’, 
organised by European Partners for the Environment (EPE). Th e confer-
ence will address how front runners of the green economy scale up success-
ful partnerships in Europe and in the world to share natural, fi nancial and 
knowledge-based resources to move towards sustainability (Conference 
programme on http://www.epe.be).

Th e conclusions of this conference will constitute useful input for a 
major EESC conference entitled ‘Go sustainable, be responsible! European 
civil society on the road to Rio+20’, to be held on 7 and 8 February 2012 
in Brussels to voice European civil society positions on the Rio+20 pro-
cess. (av) ●

What changes for Europe’s banking sector 
with the new fi nancial rules?

Th e Consultative Commission on Industrial Change is organising a hearing 
entitled ‘What changes for Europe’s banking sector with the new fi nancial 
rules?’, to take place in the Committee’s JDE building on 9 December 2011. 
Th is hearing is designed to provide input for an upcoming own-initiative 
opinion bearing the same title. Th e event will scrutinise current issues aris-
ing from the new regulations, particularly Basel III, and will examine the 
prospects for consolidation of the banking sector and the tax on fi nancial 
transactions. Other topics will include the possible separation between 
merchant/corporate banks and commercial banks and its consequences 
for fi nancing the real economy. 

Th e seminar will also look into the role of the European Banking Author-
ity, its activities since its establishment, the stress tests, and expectations 
and consumer concerns regarding access to a quality banking service, par-
ticularly in terms of consumer credit and mortgages. It will also evaluate 
access to bank fi nance for SMEs. Speakers will include representatives 
of various stakeholders such as the European Banking Federation, the 
European Banking Authority, the European Consumers’ Organisation, 
the European Association of Craft , Small and Medium-sized Enterprises 
and Business Europe amongst others. (ap) ●

‘E-inclusion should become a fundamental right of every citizen’
EESC in Gdansk — Click IT! Forum

From left to right: Neelie Kroes (European Commission Vice-President with responsibility 
for the digital agenda), professor Maria Elżbieta Orłowska (Secretary of State in the Ministry 
of Science and Higher Education of Poland) and Laure Batut (EESC member)

Following the success of the ‘Save 
it!’ and ‘Move it!’ events in 2009 
and 2010 respectively, the EESC’s 
TEN section, in cooperation with 
the Communication Department, 
participated in a major conference 
on ‘Innovation for digital inclu-
sion’, organised under the auspices 
of the Polish Presidency from 5 to 
7 October 2011. Given that it spe-
cifically addressed the targeted 
subject of e-inclusion, the TEN 
section Secretariat approached 
the conference organisers and 
negotiated successfully to hold a 
‘Click IT!’ forum in parallel with 

the event. The ‘Click IT!’ forum 
provided the opportunity for 10 
exhibitors to demonstrate original, 
innovative and emerging applica-
tions and services for e-inclusion, 
effectively helping to reduce the 
digital gap in Europe for those 
experiencing geographical, physi-
cal, financial, training, social or 
cultural obstacles to being ‘con-
nected’. 

A 12-member delegation, 
mainly members of the perma-
nent Study Group on the Digital 
Agenda, led by Vice-President Ms 

Darmanin, attended ‘Click IT!’ 
with Ms Darmanin participating 
in a plenary session discussion 
and Ms Batut presenting the EESC 
opinion on e-inclusion in a work-
shop panel. Th e ‘Click IT!’ forum 
took place in Gdańsk (Poland), and 
key-note speakers included Neelie 
Kroes (Vice-President of the Euro-
pean Commission with responsi-
bility for the digital agenda) and 
Barbara Kudrycka (Minister for 
Science and Higher Education), 
as well as prominent European 
experts in this fi eld. (ac) ●
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