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Two recent issues are worth mentioning that showcase relations between the Luxembourg delegation of the EESC and the Luxembourg ESC when it comes to the future of Europe.

These are, firstly, the European Pillar of Social Rights and, secondly, the White Paper on the Future of Europe.

I.	European Pillar of Social Rights

With regard to the establishment of the European Pillar of Social Rights, the European Commission invited the EESC to submit its opinion on the subject.

A consultation was held in each Member State in the form of a debate with civil society.

The Luxembourg delegation of the EESC was subsequently asked to hold a conference in Luxembourg on the subject, in order to introduce it and launch a debate with Luxembourg's civil society.

It was therefore necessary, firstly, to determine which associations and organisations should be invited, in order to guarantee that civil society would be adequately represented.

It should be noted that at the Luxembourg ESC, there is a third group alongside the employees' and employers' groups, which is composed of representatives appointed directly by the government. These representatives have recognised expertise in economic, social and financial matters, but they do not represent civil society.

We therefore extended a special invitation to representatives from the social sector, including the Red Cross and Caritas, the environmental sector and the consumer advocacy group.

The decision was also taken to hold a single joint conference with the European Commission, the Luxembourg delegation of the EESC and the Luxembourg ESC. The aim of the EESC's Luxembourg delegation was to ensure that opinions from the various civil society actors could be submitted to the EESC in order to finalise the Committee's opinion in December 2016.

The What future for a Social Europe? seminar was divided into three sections.

The first section dealt with the European social acquis; the second was devoted to the future of work and social protection systems; while the third explored the role of the European Pillar of Social Rights in the context of deeper and fairer economic and monetary union.

No clear common position was achieved in this seminar; however, three general reactions and approaches were adopted.

A.	Position taken by employers

For employers, the European Union was first and foremost a common area of freedom, and a European Union that was strengthened at a social level cannot be envisaged without European political and budgetary integration.

Employers believed that it would be counterproductive to introduce high social standards at European level that could not be implemented by economically weaker countries.

According to them, the competitiveness of the companies that created the wealth necessary to support the social models of the European states needed to be preserved.

B.	Position taken by trade unions

The unions noted the reaction of the European trade unions, who expressed strong reservations about the European Commission's communication on the Social Pillar.

For the unions, this document had no legal character and did not include any legally enforceable right.

According to the unions, it was absolutely inconceivable that the instrument should only concern the euro area; this was later corrected.

The legal bases cited in the document were far from sufficient.

In addition, the existing provisions of secondary legislation were not even mentioned. Examples included the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights, the European Social Charter and the conventions of the International Labor Organization.

In short, the social dimension needed to become a European pillar in its own right, and could remain subordinate to economic policy, if we were to achieve the AAA social rating desired by the President of the European Commission.

C.	Position taken by the social sector

The main regret of the representative from Caritas was that the Commission document did not deal with the fight against poverty.

Rather than simply creating a pillar for rights, he called for a full social pillar.

The problems and variation with regard to the application of social rights in the Member States, such as equal opportunities, conditions of employment, wages, pensions or housing, were not mentioned.

D.	Conclusion

The Commission's communication, presented at the joint seminar, did not arouse enthusiasm on the part of Luxembourg's civil society organisations and was not able to dispel the crisis of confidence and disillusionment with the European process in the face of rising inequality at European level.


II.	The White Paper on the Future of Europe

The second dossier on the future of Europe, on which there was close cooperation between the Luxembourg delegation of the EESC and the Economic and Social Council of Luxembourg, took place following the presentation by the European Commission of the White Paper on the Future of Europe.

The ESC therefore organised a debate at its headquarters on 19 May 2017 on the subject of this White Paper, which included five scenarios for the potential future of the Union.

A.	General remarks 

The participants all observed that the White Paper on the Future of Europe did not reflect upon people's expectations; nor did it list the fears and complaints that formed the basis of scepticism about the European Union.

The participants felt that the White Paper offered an opportunity to reflect on the future of the European Union, based on the ideas and values on which the EU was built.

For decades, European social policy had effectively encouraged convergence between Member States, which had been crucial for economic and social progress as well as in terms of cohesion.

Nevertheless, the participants noted that, over the last few years, this social element, as well as social dialogue, had not been sufficiently taken into account. There was therefore a need to relaunch social dialogue in accordance with the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union.

The participants also unanimously stressed the need to deepen the internal market, which would benefit businesses, on the one hand, and employees and consumers on the other.

Another issue that was discussed was security, which was of major concern to citizens. They often deplored the lack of cooperation and exchange of information between Member States. One of the fundamental obligations of politicians was to ensure that people were safe, while also protecting their privacy rights and personal data.

Another issue mentioned during the meeting was the conclusion of trade agreements by the European Union. In this case, the participants felt that these agreements should be drafted and negotiated transparently with the help of democratically elected European political representatives, who were obliged to respect European values.

Finally, it was pointed out that the Commission's proposals must be realistic and coherent, especially with regard to the announcements made on economic development, social progress and the environment.

B.	Responses to the EESC's questions

The second part of this meeting was devoted to asking the questions posed by the EESC. A total of seven questions were asked and answered.

The first question was related to which of the five scenarios should be chosen.

According to the representatives of the Luxembourg ESC and the EESC's Luxembourg delegation, none of the scenarios proposed really seemed likely to meet expectations and assuage people's fears.

The question then arose as to whether a different scenario could restore people's confidence. Here, we were told that the reality fell more or less between scenarios three and four. Scenario three was a multi-speed Europe while scenario four was entitled "Doing Less More Efficiently".

Scenario three did represent a certain realism and could, for example, lead to better consumer protection that was harmonised at European level.

A multi-speed Europe should in no way mean that there were "a la carte" options going in different directions; rather, we needed a single, common fast lane where there may be countries that were advancing faster than others, which would then catch up.

The third question concerned visibility and better communication for the European Union.

Here everyone felt that people had trouble identifying with messages that often bore no relation to their concerns.

National political authorities also needed to stop blaming Europe for the unpopular measures that they themselves had negotiated in Brussels, as well as talking about the EU as if it were a foreign power that was beyond their control.

With regard to policy areas and whether they were comprehensible and illustrative, a survey was found which stated that 44% of citizens did not understand the way the EU worked.

We spoke in favour of integrating the European process and the way it worked into national education plans.

We also noted the importance of mobility for students and workers and the fact that there were still too many barriers in this area, as well as with regard to the recognition and acceptance of diplomas.

The fifth question concerned dialogue with civil society, where we noted the need for the national authorities to start by putting together an inventory of people's grievances and expectations and then submit concrete proposals.

With regard to the particular expectations for the outcome of the consultation, participants hoped that the reflections would quickly lead to concrete results and actions, given the economic and social context in Europe and people's expectations.

As for sparking people's interest, which was the subject of question seven, we proposed organising national, regional and local public debates, as the future of the European Union was of direct concern to all citizens.

It was also urgent to relaunch social dialogue, in accordance with Title X on social policy of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union.

These were the observations made by the Luxembourg Economic and Social Council, together with the Luxembourg delegation of the EESC and civil society, on two issues relating specifically to the future of Europe.

If you will allow me to finish on a personal note: in spite of an economic situation that is improving and in which we can save money for a rainy day, as Mr Sipko reminded us yesterday afternoon, we are witnessing very powerful centrifugal forces. Our mission as representatives of the social partners and civil society is more important than ever. Through improved dialogue, we must fight against the forces that threaten European integration.

Thank you.
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