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On 25 September 2012, the European Economic and Social Committee held a major conference, Step 

up for a Stronger Europe, which gave a clear message to the European Council. Step up for Europe! 

Step up to restore trust in the economy and its financial structures. Step up to promote confidence 

in a comprehensive and dynamic European growth model. Step up to ensure legitimacy in the EU 

decision-making process. Step up to reach out to citizens and offer hope in the European project. 

 

The conference looked to the Europe 2020 strategy and how it must get more momentum, be more 

rooted in people's lives, be better communicated and generally stepped up to meet the needs of today 

and tomorrow's Europe. We concluded that more Europe and Europe 2020 go together and make 

economic sense. The role of the EESC, of national Economic and Social Councils and organised civil 

society in general must be asserted in this "big debate", this "new deal" for Europe. Together, we can 

bring practical proposals to the EU and national decision-makers for a comprehensive and compelling 

strategy which can pool and therefore optimise resources, trigger innovation and investment and 

leverage-up growth, jobs and sustainable development. This is what a reinvigorated Europe 2020 

must do. Here are 30 proposals drawn from the conference on how to step-up for a stronger 

Europe:  

 

A COHERENT FRAMEWORK FOR AN EU GROWTH ECONOMY 

 

1. The EU requires decisive action in order to establish a coherent framework for an 

integrated growth economy. There is impatience and frustration about the policy responses given so 

far by the EU, which have been perceived as too little too late, leading to a potential crisis of 

confidence. The breathing space that has been created by the June 2012 summit and the ECB 

announcement must be used. Progress has been made towards breaking the vicious circle between 

weak banks and sovereign debt, creating a single supervisory mechanism for the financial sector, 

allowing the European Central Bank to buy bonds of ailing euro-zone countries and towards 

mobilising a 120 billion euro "growth compact". However, the fundamental problem is as much 

political as economic. A comprehensive, not piecemeal, approach for sustainable growth and 

employment can only be secured through:  

 

 an Economic Union, including a financial and banking union, with a common deposit 

guarantee scheme, a common resolution fund and EU-wide supervision, and a fiscal union, 

based on joint debt instruments; 

 a Social Union, with stronger respect and support for fundamental rights; 

 a Political Union, with new levels of democratic responsibility and accountability, 

especially involving the democratically elected European Parliament, which should be able 

to exercise the right of initiative. 

 



- 2 - 

2. The pooling of risks and benefits is logically commensurate with the pooling of budgetary 

decisions. The introduction of two distinct types of EU-bonds – one (possibly not traded) to stabilise 

debt, and another (traded) to finance recovery and growth – therefore requires a robust framework for 

budgetary discipline and competitiveness in order to avoid moral hazard and foster responsibility 

and compliance. Coherent "building blocks", joining-up budgetary, financial and economic policies, 

are consequently required in order to maximise the "multiplier" effects of integrated action. 

 

3. Fiscal consolidation and growth must be compatible in order to be credible and effective. 

Growth and employment are a function of investment. This must also include strengthening the 

revenues of member states, including new budget resources and measures against tax evasion. It must 

also be based on "More Europe", which is mutually reinforcing and stronger than the sum of its 

parts, which is "smarter" than separate, asymmetric policies that cost more and may undermine each 

other and the Union as a whole. This is why "Europe 2020" must be more than inter-governmental. 

Whilst it may not initially have been designed as a response to a crisis of this magnitude, it must now 

become a comprehensive and dynamic European growth model, to which citizens can relate and in 

which investors, producers, workers and consumers can have confidence, not as passive bystanders, 

but as active stakeholders, assuming "ownership" of the strategy all together. This is how the 

"levers" and "flagships" for growth and an integrated revitalisation of the major sectors of the 

European economy must work in order to be "smart, sustainable and inclusive".  

 

4. "More Europe" makes economic sense. The EU Budget should therefore not be seen as a 

"burden" but as a "smart" means to realise economies of scale, to reduce costs and leverage-up 

investment and growth. There is no sustainable future without a sustainable budget. The "juste 

retour" concept, which undermines solidarity and mutual benefit, must be abandoned. The EU Budget 

must be strengthened and supported by own resource mechanisms, a single and unified cohesion 

policy actively involving civil society and with funding more focused on real sustainable results, a 

more interventionist role for the European Investment Bank and more recourse to public-private 

partnerships and project bonds for growth, jobs and the reduction of poverty. Credibility, flexibility 

and coherent development potential are key to attracting more private investment. The EIB can help 

to unlock structural funds in case of problems with co-financing. The project bond initiative now 

coming into operation must run well (for example in energy and infrastructure development) and 

assure that we simply do not mutualise losses and privatise benefits. Macroeconomic conditionality 

should not apply to cohesion policy. 

 

5. The financial and banking crises can best be solved through a joined-up European approach. 

The banking landscape and the dilemma of "too big to fail" has to be resolved through appropriate 

Europe-wide instruments, notably with an independent European Central Bank having strong 

supervisory powers, with other institutions closely involved, all taking into proper account both 

banking needs and the general interest. 

 

6. The financial sector must also contribute to fiscal consolidation and growth in a fair and 

effective way. A Financial Transaction Tax is one means, and could help stabilise the financial 

markets. Existing monitoring bodies should properly evaluate the ratings issued by rating agencies. 

Civil liability and the improvement of protection of consumers of financial products must also be 

strengthened with EU financial support and a dedicated dialogue between the financial industry and 

civil society organisations on regulation, self-regulation, financial education and access to transparent 

financial products and services.  
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7. An EU growth economy must never lose sight of the overall goal of promoting well-being 

and social progress. We need social governance flanking economic governance. Agreements of 

the social dialogue must be respected. Sustainable growth, in the final event, can not be about 

"winners" and "losers", but only "winners".  

 

RELAUNCHING THE SINGLE MARKET 

 

8. The Single Market is tangible proof that the European Union works for the producer, 

the consumer, the ordinary citizen. It can work better and develop further. A well functioning 

Single Market and a successful Europe 2020 Strategy are two sides of the same coin of how practice 

can contribute to prospective thinking – and vice versa. The EU Single Market must continue to 

eliminate obstacles and remedy intellectual and ideological barriers so that this unique cooperative 

strategy can fully deliver and benefit all in the 27 Member States and the 3 EEA countries. Citizens 

will appreciate what is at stake, what the benefits are and what they can gain from more Europe if 

they are part of the project. This entails verifiable and fact-based answers to their questions, resolute 

and shared grass-root oriented communication and information policies, ownership and awareness, 

transparent governance and civil society participation. The Single Market and Europe 2020 must 

ultimately be seen by their beneficiaries as an illustration of good European governance. 

 

9. New EU proposals must include measures to release the potential of the Single Market for 

businesses, consumers, citizens and other stakeholders in the field of services, access to finance, 

removal of administrative burden for SMEs, e-commerce, digital Single Market and mobility. 

Accompanying actions are needed to reinforce consumer protection and confidence and the social 

dimension of the Single Market, including social rights, on a par with economic freedoms and 

market developments, and support for the social economy, cohesion and citizens' rights and 

interests in general. 

 

10. The advantages of the Single Market for citizens and businesses must be better 

communicated, especially by political parties, civil society organizations, media and educators who 

have a responsibility to promote awareness.  

 

11. Measures missing from the Single Market Act must now be included, such as the revision 

of the copyright directive, net neutrality, data protection, investor protection, the social progress 

protocol, European private company statutes, e-procurement, European credit rating agencies, gender 

equality, micro- and family businesses, measures to support the formation of new companies and the 

extension of existing ones, credit and debit cards, e-payments, consumer credit and over indebtedness, 

interbank transfers, youth, measures to complete the implementation of the Euro and the operation of 

the Single European Payment Area (SEPA). 

 

12. SMEs must have direct access to credit and capital markets, be helped to develop SME-

targeted bond platforms and explore ways to improve mezzanine finance and loans. The 

Commission should provide guidance to all stakeholders on good practice in combining and 

leveraging financial instruments for SMEs from different sources, including structural funds 

and loan guarantees. 
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13. Divergent tax rules and administrative complications must be addressed. For example, 

double taxation and the present complicated VAT recovery systems in cross-border trade and 

services are major obstacles for SMEs, preventing them from expanding within the Single Market. 

The once only and think small first principles should apply for administrative and legal formalities. A 

standard EU VAT declaration would also contribute to administrative simplification. The ambitions 

of the Small Business Act must be harnessed to an EU strategy for investment, growth and jobs. 

 

14. Special attention needs to be given to self-employed people, not sufficiently covered by EU 

legislation, and to an accessible collective redress mechanism, national and trans-national, for 

consumers, workers and citizens whose rights are violated. 

 

15. The recognition of professional qualifications must put more emphasis on actual needs 

(cross-border and between neighbouring countries), based on an analysis of mobility patterns. The 

EU should stimulate regional cooperation in this field and promote joint cross-border vocational 

training. 

 

16. More awareness of social enterprises and their contribution to the community should be 

stepped up and supported by the European Social Entrepreneurship Fund. 

 

17. International public procurement can work better. The EU must aim at improving access 

to third countries' public markets, with consequent reciprocity. 

 

18. We must, in short, be able to give a convincing answer to "When will it be 1992?" Many 

national restrictive legal barriers, such as the lack of mutual recognition of (technical) standards, 

are still in place. Member States must still transpose and implement EU laws to make the Single 

Market a more efficient and level playing field. Impact assessment still needs to be on an equal 

footing with regulatory design. The legislative process still needs to be speeded up to keep pace 

with global developments avoid standstills in law-making and take account of feasibility. The "think 

small first" principle still needs also to apply to micro-enterprises. SMEs still need easier access to 

public procurement. The Digital Agenda must still become the absolute priority for a Single 

Market for the future and should properly focus on consumers' concerns. Collective redress, 

together with better communication and information on the advantages of the Single Market, is 

still crucial to rebuilding trust. The Single Market still needs a credible social dimension. 

 

ON THE MOVE FOR YOUTH AND JOB CREATION 

 

19. We need to get on the move for youth and job creation, for new jobs with new skills. 

Europe 2020, to be credible, must have the means to be truly job-creative. Youth unemployment 

in particular is a tragic waste. The Commission and the Member States have to be more 

ambitious. They must invest much more in youth and look for non-standard tools. The EU and 

governments do not create jobs but conditions for job creation, and growth is key to solving the jobs 

crisis. 

 

20. Employment and social policies should be on an equal footing with finance and economy 

policies in the macroeconomic dialogue and must be connected to the real life of European men and 

women. Budgetary consolidation must not be allowed to jeopardise the future of coming generations. 
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21. New jobs often require new skills. Education and training, both formal and non-formal, 

must effectively assist young people to acquire the necessary competences. The mismatch between 

qualifications and market requirements must be resolved in close cooperation between the educational 

system and employers. The EU should mobilise for youth. Increased funding in the new EU budget 

for promoting and leveraging youth employment is needed and available funds in the current 

budget must be reallocated for this purpose. Young people should be actively included in job-friendly 

flexicurity strategies with proper access to employment rights and proper working conditions. 

High-qualified jobs are key to growth but the low-qualified must not be forgotten: the present 

situation with precarious labour contracts or even no contract at all must be addressed. Special 

attention must be given to young women entering and re-entering the labour market as regards the 

work-life balance. 

 

22. Growth and employment are mutually reinforcing, one does not efficiently work without 

the other. This is why financial consolidation policies must not at the same time undercut sustainable 

investments in skills, infrastructure, the social economy, services and products. A European 

stimulus package focused on real job creation is a necessary accompanying measure to 

consolidation and restructuring. The Compact for Growth and Jobs agreed by the European Council 

in June 2012 signalled the first important steps in this direction and must be urgently implemented. 

 

23. At the same time, innovation and entrepreneurship must be encouraged among young 

people. In this context, SMEs, which are at the heart of job creation and youth potential, and which 

consequently should attract young entrepreneurs, must be less burdened by bureaucratic barriers and 

difficult access to credits. Special attention needs to be given to the difficulties of young female 

entrepreneurs when they become mothers. 

 

24. Social dialogue and dialogue with organised civil society are conducive to credible, 

sustainable and quality employment-growth, and must be put to good effect. Governance should be 

based on pluralism of actors. Citizens must feel that they are properly informed about decisions and 

the various circumstances that affect their lives. 

 

25. The EU must disengage itself from being perceived, especially by youth, as the grim reaper of 

austerity, job cuts and social regression. The consequences of austerity measures on individuals and 

on European social cohesion, if not addressed, will inevitably undermine the targets for reducing 

poverty. An Active inclusion strategy must be implemented to ensure an inclusive labour market 

and adequate income support. Europe needs a social investment pact and an EU minimum income 

initiative. 

 

INNOVATION AND SUSTAINABLE GROWTH FOR EUROPE 

 

26. Europe needs to step up its efforts in order to keep competitive in a global context and secure 

a sustainable and inclusive growth for the future. Measures boosting growth and employment 

must focus on a sustainable 'green growth' combining innovation, investment and economic 

modernisation with reducing the use of scarce natural resources, thus improving European 

competitiveness and resilience in long-term while triggering growth and creating employment in 

short-term.  
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27. Europe must maintain a strong industrial base connected with services that are vital for 

industry. Industries, and in particular SMEs, are engines of sustainable growth. Greening the economy 

must become a driving force for the next industrial revolution. An energy efficient low carbon 

economy reduces Europe's high dependency on costly fuel and raw materials imports. Using raw 

materials more efficiently in a circular economy helps to keep value chains and manufacturing 

processes in Europe.  

 

28. The transition to a bio-based economy needs an innovative and sustainable agriculture 

providing save and high-quality foodstuffs and raw materials for energy and industrial production 

while helping maintain indispensable ecosystem services and contributing to rural development and 

employment.  

 

29. In order to boost growth and employment and move towards a resource efficient low carbon 

economy, European policies have to address existing bottlenecks and remove obstacles: 

 

 Access to finance: European funds should be consequently used to support investment into 

R & I, product design, technologies and infrastructure required for transition to a low carbon 

economy. The MFF 2014–2020 shall give a clear perspective. The Connecting Europe 

Facility should be adopted as soon as possible and implemented with high priority. 

Sufficient private capital, including venture capital, has to be made accessible for long-term 

investment into a resource efficient low carbon economy with new instruments, such as 

programme bonds, project bonds. Improving SMEs access to finance in a low carbon 

economy needs particular attention. 

  Putting the prices right: the European Semester must be used to introduce an ecological 

tax reform in European Member States shifting burdens from labour to taxation of resource 

use and thus facilitating employment, incentivising investment and helping to build a bigger 

market for green economy products and services. The phase-out of environmentally 

harmfully subsidies has to be put into practice. This would also reduce costs and help 

increase public revenues in times of budget constrains. 

 The potential forces of the single market have to be fully exploited in order to promote 

innovation and sustainable products and services. We need a European Energy Community 

to facilitate the integration of energy markets, the coordination of research policies, 

decisions on investment, solidarity mechanisms and the need to speak with one voice on the 

world stage. 

 A smart and clear framework: Smart regulation and incentives must avoid costly 

administrative burdens for businesses and citizens. Clear roadmaps with ambitious, but also 

realistic targets have to provide perspective and certainty for long-term investment into 

sustainable solutions. In particular, the energy 2020 strategy needs to be revised and further 

developed into a policy framework for 2030. Monitoring criteria 'beyond GDP' have to be 

fixed and resource efficiency has to be fully included into the European semester. The EU 

2020 strategy has to fully incorporate all dimensions of sustainable development. 
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30. Innovation is a key driver for sustainable growth. Enhanced efforts are needed if Europe 

wants to keep up a leadership role in innovation. The transition to sustainable societies needs 

innovation not only in research and industry, technology and products but in all economic sectors, 

including agriculture and services, in labour relations, business practices and consumption patterns 

and life-styles. In short, boosting innovation needs a coherent, holistic European approach. The 

Commission's initiatives under the Innovation Union flagship and Horizon 2020 must be continued 

and reinforced: 

 

 We need to create reliable, innovation-friendly, Europe-wide boundary conditions 

which are taking into account the critical factors of success in innovative Member States 

 The European Research Area has to be made reality by 2014. The EU Community Patent 

has to be put into practice. 

 Increased effort is needed to achieve the EU 2020 Strategy's goal to invest 3% of the 

European GDP into research & innovation by public budgets and the private sector. 

Reducing public debts must not cut R & I budgets. Investment into education and training is 

essential to create an innovation-friendly environment. 

 Europe needs strategies to attract and keep best talents and innovators. 

 Technological innovation needs an integrated bottom-up approach including all 

stakeholders from the innovation chain, such as European Technology Platforms and public-

private partnership, and bridging the gap between scientific research and the practical 

introduction of innovative products and services on the market. Specific attention needs to 

be paid to the integration of innovative SMEs and micro-enterprises into R & I schemes.  

 Large-scale innovation processes have to be accompanied by a broad social and civil society 

dialogue and appropriate support, vocational training and re-training throughout 

professional life in order to ensure consensus and acceptance. 

 

 

__________________ 


