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I would like to thank my colleagues in the national ESCs and the European Economic and Social Committee for inviting me to this meeting of the presidents and secretaries-general of the various councils. Italy's CNEL has been absent for the last two years because its activities have been almost entirely suspended. The law which sought to repeal the CNEL was rejected by a referendum, however, and our Council is now once again back on track and ready to work with the councils of the other European countries. I fully endorse the choice of topic for this meeting: The future of Europe; we must think about how to build a common European future at a time when the challenges before us concern the very foundations of the European venture. It is good to think about the future and not be overly influenced by the past as today's challenges need more than tweaks to the existing structure and policies – they require a new approach and bolder policies in order to ensure that the European venture is ready for the future.EN

We know that over the last decades, Europe has built a society which is one of the most economically and socially advanced in the world. We are proud of this but not complacent, since a serious juncture lies before us – perhaps the most serious in Europe's history, which is threatening to undo much of the progress achieved by the Union. There are alarming signals of this – the return of nationally selfish attitudes, scepticism regarding a common future, drives towards separatism (and not just Brexit) – signals which go against the history of the last 60 years. 
Italy is a unique but in many ways extreme example of the problems before us. For this reason, seeking to understand Italy's problems is also useful because it can give us a better grasp of Europe's problems. Italy is one of Europe's founding members and has always been and still is pro-Europe. Now however, as everyone can see, it has a shaken and unstable political set-up. This set-up is a concern not just for Europe but for the West, as it could weaken and jeopardise the democratic progress and values in which we believe, starting with tolerance and solidarity. We must ask ourselves why this is all happening.
Yes, clearly Italy has internal problems. We are a fragile country, a country which has been hit harder than others by the economic crisis, with a high public debt and a blunted competitive edge which has been dragging it down for years. These weaknesses go hand in hand with social tension and a widespread loss of direction fuelled by the crisis and the pressure of globalisation. 
The growth of inequality is so strong that it has divided Italy, more than in other countries. There are multiple forms of inequality, between social groups, between young and old, between northern and southern Italy. For the first time, young people have fewer opportunities than their parents did. They have lost their bearings and often react by opting out of public activities and by choosing not to vote. Votes in the South are driven by desperation and rampant poverty, while the wealthy North fears losing what it has gained. Over and above all, it is frightened by the spectre of migration, and so is closing itself off and voting for a strong man.
These problems are not unique to Italy. Inequality has risen in many European countries and divisions are a danger for the entire Union: Europe could be split between north and south. Such serious forms of inequality undermine the very meaning of our Community, which from the outset pledged to bring about economic and social progress as well as peace. The national governments and the social partners in particular have the duty to respond to this situation, starting with those people who are sitting on our councils and are part of the ruling class. 
We believe that social democracy and the organised social partners are crucial when it comes to integrating political democracy, as has been pointed out here. Forgetting the value of social democracy by supporting the ideology of disintermediation weakens the economy as well as democracy and justice. Our councils have undertaken to combat this ideology and to reaffirm the value of social consultation. Italy's CNEL, now back in action after three years of crisis, has been re-established at the call of the President of the Republic and the social partners, who believe in the usefulness of a body able to unite Italy and to promote social cohesion. It is important for us and for the country that the social partners, primarily those present in the Council, believe in this goal and act accordingly. 
We intend to show through our activities that the National Council for Economics and Labour is useful for more than mediation; it is also valuable when it comes to social and economic innovation, as we said at the first assembly a few days ago. We believe that the innovation which is necessary for the country's renewal must go hand in hand with economic and social innovation. The technological revolution which is now carrying all before it, is positive provided that it is flanked by social innovation which uses it to promote good quality jobs and sustainable growth.
Italy's CNEL, like the councils present here today, is working to steer digital technologies to maximise job opportunities and to improve the quality of work and growth by combating competition based on social dumping. It is basing its own proposals and the annual programme which has just been approved around this goal. 
Our key analyses and proposals focus on issues touching on technological innovation (starting with the impact of digitisation on work) as well as on the quality of development, using the Equitable and Sustainable Well-being indicators which the CNEL has developed with Istat. These indicators have been incorporated into the budget law and we want them to steer the national reform plan. This sums up what we want to achieve as Italy's Council – issues on which I know many of my colleagues are working.
We are all wondering what Europe can do to give its people renewed confidence and a fresh vision. We need common - not just national - initiatives promoting sustainable growth for all countries and the people living there in order to combat hostility and scepticism towards Europe. Some initiatives have already been announced and launched. The EU needs to invest more in technological innovation, but it also needs more social infrastructure, as pointed out by a recent European document signed by a group chaired by Romano Prodi. Working towards economic growth is important, but it is not enough. It is not true that growth raises everyone up. The policy also needs to guarantee fair distribution of opportunities and resources between all people. The EU has recently made key commitments in the social arena, at the Gothenburg summit which has been mentioned here, in the Rome declaration of last March which provided a number of important social guidelines, and in the Social Pillars. 
However, Europe's social dimension is still weak, as these commitments have not been translated into outcomes which are tangible to people and communities. A social dimension which exists only on paper fuels frustration and reactions, particularly among the people hardest hit. Subsidiarity without tangible and coherent commitments is nothing but letters on a page. Commitments and social reforms cannot be left entirely up to the Member States. The idea of hiving off the social competences entrusted to the states from the EU's competences, which should focus exclusively on the economy, has proven to be a mistake. Europeans have seen stability and austerity from Europe more than development. The way in which the stability and growth formula has been put into practice has favoured stability over growth.
In its document on the future of Europe, the European Economic Committee quite rightly pointed out that to change heading, you need common political aims and proposals. You need to pull together to achieve economic and social convergence. If everyone looks to their own interests, and if social aims are separated from economic activity, inequality will increase, favouring the strongest groups and countries. The north could pull apart from the south in Europe as well, and the Mediterranean could be lost.
No one can bail themself out, not even the strongest countries, as our president, Sergio Mattarella has often said. Some of the scenarios for the future put forward in documents issued recently by the European institutions are simply not good enough. We cannot opt to Muddle Through. Differentiated European integration could be a realistic path, but the goals and timeframes for convergence must be clear. 
Above all, throughout this process, we must see real results and tangible proof of the solidarity which has just – and quite rightly – been lauded. There are a number of examples of this, and they must be rolled out and bolstered: for instance, we must establish common unemployment insurance, as proposed by Italy, and boost the budget for and effectiveness of the European funds supporting employment, particularly among young people. Now more than ever, we must stand up to and overcome the fears that are bedevilling our people, starting with those triggered by migration. 
Immigration and the dangers it represents crop up across the board in public speech and are brandished by irresponsible and populist parties. This subject is mentioned so frequently that in many countries it casts all other issues into the shade. Election campaigns and private and public speech cannot seem to talk about anything else, and so many urgent issues are in danger of being overlooked. Traditionally cordial relationships between neighbouring countries are in danger of turning sour. Europe must come together to tackle the dramatic issue of migration and identify common rules for both the reception and the social and civil integration of immigrants. 
If we do not take up this challenge, we will miss out on a historic opportunity and Europe will struggle to make its people listen and have faith.
I will close here by pointing out, as did our chair, that next year we must talk about the future of Europe in preparation for the European Parliament elections, in order to bolster the Parliament's role and ensure that it is stable and committed to supporting the economic and social objectives enshrined in the treaties.
All of us in the national ESCs and the Italian CNEL, want to be the driver of social mobilisation for these elections. We want to contribute to a widespread public information campaign against the fake news that shows only the bad side of Europe. Italy's CNEL has launched a project to disseminate information on the merits and positive aspects of Europe, using the social partners in the Council to spread good news and act as positive energy multipliers. We want to show everyone that our councils, as promoters of social and economic innovation and social consultation, are a crucial tool for sustainable growth for our countries and for Europe as a whole. We do not intend to oppose institutional reform and social action. The European institutions need to be made more open and more united in order to respond more effectively to the challenges of the future. However, we are firmly convinced that broad participation and mobilisation of intelligent people on European issues will also spur on institutional reform.
Thank you for listening. I would like to renew Italy's commitment to these issues and propose that the next meeting of presidents of the EU economic and social councils should take place in Rome. 
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