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Meeting of 24 October 2024

Enlargement High-Level Forum: Towards a Successful EU Enlargement
with Nicolas Schmit, EU Commissioner for Jobs and Social Rights,
Olivér Várhelyi, EU Commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement (video),
Niki Kerameus, Minister of Labour and Social Security of Greece,
Naida Nišić, Minister of Labour, Employment and Social Dialogue of Montenegro,
Rolf Schmachtenberg, State Secretary of the Federal Ministry for Labour and Social Affairs of Germany,
Olta Manjani, Deputy Minister for Economy, Culture and Innovation of Albania and,
Mario Nava, Director General of Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion of the European Commission,
Moderator: Barbara Moens, Chief EU Correspondent at Politico, Brussels






The EESC president, Oliver Röpke opened the first High-Level Enlargement Forum by welcoming all the invited guests from the EU institutions and candidate countries, as well as the EESC members. He stated that the forum would focus on how to make the upcoming EU enlargement a success, emphasising the EESC’s advisory role and involvement in integrating future Member States into the European decision-making process. He underscored the commitment to support candidate countries by strengthening civil society, fostering social dialogue and collaborating on policy development. He acknowledged past shortcomings in engaging candidate countries’ societies early on and advocated gradual integration to better prepare them for the EU membership.

Nicolas Schmit, EU Commissioner for Jobs and Social Rights emphasised the importance of unity in today’s world and expressed gratitude for the EESC’s role in representing societies. He highlighted that shared European values were essential for strengthening the EU and that new Member States, grounded in these values, would contribute to a stronger European Union. Mr Schmit noted the divisions within Europe and emphasised the need for more substantial integration efforts. He called for the next EU Commission mandate to drive enlargement with a realistic yet dynamic approach, and he praised the forum as a step in this direction.

Olivér Várhelyi, EU Commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement started his video message by reaffirming his commitment to advancing EU enlargement. He highlighted recent progress in enlargement policy, the introduction of new tools, and the EU’s financial support for this process. He gave his assurance that these efforts would accelerate enlargement and that the Commission would continue building on the progress made.

The moderator, Barbara Moens, Chief EU Correspondent at Politico launched an interactive debate with interventions by Niki Kerameus, Minister of Labour and Social Security of Greece, Naida Nišić, Minister of Labour, Employment and Social Dialogue of Montenegro, Rolf Schmachtenberg, State Secretary of the Federal Ministry for Labour and Social Affairs of Germany, Olta Manjani, Deputy Minister for Economy, Culture and Innovation of Albania, Nicolas Schmit and Oliver Röpke.

The dynamic discussion was structured by two rounds of questions by six ECMs from each group: 

First round: Filip Lazović , Deputy Secretary General of the Union of Employers of Montenegro, Raisa Liparteliani, Vice-President of the Georgian Trade Unions Confederation, Dafina Peci, Secretary General of the National Youth Congress of Albania.

Second round: Güneş Engin Karamancı, project Coordinator- third Sector Foundation of Türkiye şirketinde, Oleksandr Shubin, Senior Vice President at Federation of Trade Unions of Ukraine, Gennadiy Chyzhykov President of the Ukrainian Chamber of Commerce and Industry.

Issues raised by the ECMS and EESC members: the role of the EESC as a driving force for participatory democracy; the long-term sustainibility of the ECMs initiative and its extension to potential candidate countries; EU support for capacity-building of CSOs organisations in candidate countries in terms of strengthening human rights, sustainable development and social models; the impact of labour shortages on social dialogue and EU labour market access for candidate countries.

In the issuing exchanges, topics included: 
· the EU’s role in the enlargement process in strengthening social inclusion, capacity building, financial mechanisms and cross-border exchanges within candidate countries; 
· EU assistance in implementing necessary reforms and policies in candidate states, with calls for more investments and tailored programmes;
· Access to EU funds by enabling candidate countries to pursue various projects in crucial areas such as digitalisation and strengthening the labour market, with an emphasis on the Youth Guarantee Fund’s impact; 
· the need for social dialogue and collective bargaining that results in an active role of social partners in labour market improvements and cooperation with public services; 
· the importance to engage social partners in candidate states in drafting and implementing policy and enhancing the balance between economic growth and social rights: 
· the need to improve labour standards and social protections and increase workers’ mobility as a part of enlargement; 
· labour market liberalisation measures for candidate countries facing issues such as labour shortages, an aging population, demand for specific workforce, development of relevant skills, youth emigration, involvement of vulnerable groups and innovative approaches to workforce migration; 
· the discussion ended by an urgent call for economic and social convergence, including implementing minimum wage directives and strengthening collective bargaining in candidate countries.

_____________

Session I

A vibrant civil society as a pre-requisite for successful enlargement with Elise Bernard, Head of Studies, Robert Schuman Foundation, Paris-Brussels, Alexandrina Najmowicz, Secretary General of the European Civic Forum, France-Belgium, Ivan Cooper, CEO of The Wheel (National association of charities, community and voluntary organisations and social enterprises), Ireland, Biljana Spasovska, Executive Director of the Balkan Civil Society Development Network, North Macedonia, Ayşe Yürekli, Senior Policy Advisor for European Affairs of the Women Entrepreneurs Association (KAGIDER), Türkiye

The debate’s first panel was opened by the moderator, Séamus Boland, president of the Civil Society Organisations’ Group, who stressed the importance of an active civil society in the EU enlargement process. Civil society organisations played a crucial, often undervalued role, especially during crises. A free and vibrant civil society is a core measure of democracy and must be safeguarded in EU candidate countries. He then introduced Elise Bernard, Head of Studies at the Robert Schuman Foundation in Paris-Brussels, as the session’s scene-setter.

Ms Bernard highlighted the significant role of civil society organisations within the European Union. She emphasised civil society’s engagement across various European and national levels, including political, social and security issues. Challenges such as exclusion and disinformation threaten cohesion, underscoring the importance of civil society involvement: EU need to address these issues effectively.

Mr Boland introduced the panellists: Alexandrina Najmowicz, Ivan Cooper, Biljana Spasovska and Ayşe Yürekli.

Ms Najmowicz highlighted the European Civic Forum’s role in assessing civic space and the conditions for civil society, including in the Western Balkans. Despite civil society’s prominence on the European agenda and enlargement being an EU priority, the capacity to act remains: the EU should adopt a new strategy that would balance governmental interests with those of civil society stakeholders.

Mr Cooper emphasised that a vibrant civil society was essential in both EU member and candidate states. Civic organisations need to be inclusive, participatory, capable, transparent and accountable to operate effectively at both European and national levels. However, such qualities have not yet been present across all countries and underscored the challenge of ensuring the existence of vibrant civil society in every country.

Ms Spasovska emphasised that EU enlargement would only succeed with active involvement from civil society. However, civic space has been shrinking in recent years, with government threats and instances of violence, particularly in some Western Balkan countries. The EU must recognise this issue and adequately respond to it with prepared and better mechanisms. In addition, the prolonged EU enlargement process has negatively impacted civil society’s support and resilience.

Ms Yürekli pointed to the need to revise the EU accession strategy. While acknowledging the complexities of Türkiye’s EU accession, she highlighted the optimism within Turkish civil society regarding its European future. 

Mr Boland launched an interactive discussion with the panellists. Issues included: the crucial role of civil society in EU enlargement; the great value, legitimacy and expertise of civil society organisations which protect democratic values and are closely aligned with people’s needs. 

In the ensuing general debate, Ms Pavić-Rogošić, Ms Alika, Ms Yürekli, Ms Spasovska, Mr Cooper and Ms Najmowicz exchanged their views. Topics included: need to involve civil society representatives in accession negotiations, setting up civil society platforms, involving all three groups in social dialogue, civil society organisations could be allies to higher decision-making levels under two main conditions: that they were listened to and were actively involved, the importance of not leaving any country behind in the enlargement process. _____________

Session II

Social dialogue – exchange of good practices and lessons learned – the way forward, with Kostas Papadakis, Senior Specialist at the Social Governance, Labour Relations and Governance of Work Branch, GOVERNANCE, International Labour Organization, Kinga Grafa, Deputy Director General of Lewiatan, Poland, Suzana Radulović, Secretary General of the Employers Federation, Montenegro, Igor Zubcu, President of the National Trade Union Confederation, Moldova, Josef Středula, President of the Czech-Moravian Confederation of Trade Unions (CMKOS), Czech Republic

The debate’s second panel was opened by the moderator Lucie Studničná, president of the Workers’ Group, who welcomed all gathered speakers and introduced Kostas Papadakis, Senior Specialist at the Social Governance, Labour Relations and Governance of Work Branch, GOVERNANCE, International Labour Organization.

Mr Papadakis explained the significance and role of social dialogue as a key objective for achieving fundamental social and labour rights. He emphasised the various models of social dialogue shaped by essential political, social and legislative factors. However, numerous challenges at European, international and national levels hinder effective social dialogue, leaving little space or tools for it to operate properly. Established international labour standards respected by participating countries, consultations, broad support for social partners and access to labour justice are key for effective social dialogue and labour governance.

Ms Studničná added that European social dialogue among all three groups was at the core of the European social model, and she expected the new Commission to support it. However, new global challenges might have a negative impact. This forum provide an opportunity to explore new directions and practices in social dialogue, especially with candidate countries. She then introduced the panellists: Kinga Grafa, Suzana Radulović, Igor Zubcu, and Josef Středula.

Ms Grafa emphasised that social dialogue was deeply embedded in her organisation’s culture, existing since its inception, and thus noted the importance of protecting and supporting it through various mechanisms. Mr Zubcu highlighted social dialogue as a cornerstone of democracy, stating that trade unions in Moldova aimed to elevate it to European standards. Ms Radulović stressed the need for a stable operating environment, which could be achieved through social dialogue and effective negotiations. Mr Středula pointed out the negative consequences of inadequate social dialogue, leading to instability and social risks, and stressed the need to strengthen it.

Ms Grafa acknowledged that Poland had the lowest collective bargaining grade, and that social dialogue among the three groups faced challenges in this country. However, social dialogue remained vital in mitigating social tensions and resolving issues during negotiations, especially amid Poland’s difficult historical economic context, as well as the digital and green transformations and EU accession. The Social Dialogue Council is a key institution for national partners who also are actively engaged in preparations for the upcoming Polish presidency in the Council. Despite the weaknesses of Polish social dialogue, Poland could still be viewed as a positive example.

Mr Středula stated that during the enlargement process, the involvement of social partners was insufficient due to a lack of information flow between different stakeholders, particularly from EU institutions. This is the case for the Czech Republic since its accession in 2004. The same mistakes should not be repeated in this enlargement process: need of a greater participation of trade unions at the European level and necessity for genuine dialogue rather than a monologue.

Ms Radulović discussed the structures responsible for maintaining social dialogue in Montenegro, highlighting the legal framework and the established Social Council. Social dialogue was particularly prominent during local and national election campaigns, though it was not always effective at other times. Montenegro is in a very difficult situation due to the catastrophic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and the country’s dependence on foreign imports. This challenging environment impact trade unions in addition with their difficult role in mitigating issues with authorities and navigating their complex relationship with them.

Mr Zubcu acknowledged the challenging position of trade unions. In Moldova, social dialogue, based on a legal framework and involving the National Committee for Collective Consultations and Bargaining, facilitate the exchange of opinions. However, relevant negotiations were lacking due to the low capacity of social partners. Social partners should not only be consulted on specific issues but also actively involved in decision-making. Candidate countries must collaborate to create a platform for exchanging best practices from EU Member States on social dialogue: the EESC served as a model for Moldova in implementing the European social dialogue framework.

In the ensuing general debate, Ms Del Rio, Ms Babrauskienė, Mr Gavrilovs , Ms Grafa, Ms Radulović, Mr Zubcu, and Mr Středula exchanged their views. Topics included: what can be done to convince governments to recognise and prioritise the value of social dialogue in accession negotiations; need to set up strong Economic and Social Councils in candidate countries; the importance of robust social dialogue frameworks across all countries, advocating support for social partners; the need of mutual learning and sharing experiences with candidate states; the importance of a strengthened role for trade unions and social partners, emerging independently from public authorities, allowing citizens to choose the priorities.
_____________

Session III

The role of social partners in fostering a competitive, green and digital transition, with Stavroula Demetriades, Senior Research Manager, EUROFOUND, Mariya Mincheva, EESC member and Vice-President of the Bulgarian Industrial Association, Bulgaria, Oleksandr Yavorsky, Head of the Competitiveness Department, Federation of Employers, Ukraine, Čedanka Andrić, President of the Independent Trade Union Confederation, Serbia, Fernando Luján de Frías, Vice-Secretary General for Trade Union Policy of the Union of Workers (UGT), Spain

The debate’s third panel was opened by the moderator Stefano Mallia, president of the Employers’ Group, who welcomed all gathered speakers and highlighted the importance of this forum during challenging times for Europe. The EU continue to lose competitiveness, falling behind the US economy. In addition to managing the digital and green transitions, Europe also need to address climate change collaboratively with its partners. EU’s targets must be achievable, timely and cooperative, as now is the moment for governments and social partners to act on and jointly implement the reports. Mr Mallia concluded his speech by introducing the scene-setter, Stavroula Demetriades, Senior Research Manager at EUROFOUND.

Ms Demetriades began by referencing a survey conducted in 2019 on the impact of the twin transition on different groups. While discussing digitalisation, she emphasised the crucial role of highly digitalised companies, which tended to perform better. Engaging all parties in the digitalisation and green transition process, discussing these matters at the company level are essential for EU institutions to reach agreements and prevent potential conflicts. Social partners have also a key role to play in the green transition. Twin transition need to be supported through better regulations, clear strategies, collaborative funding and both private and public investments, with consultations being fundamental.
Mr Mallia introduced the panellists: Mariya Mincheva, Oleksandr Yavorsky, Čedanka Andrić and Fernando Luján de Frías.

Ms Mincheva highlighted the need for social partners to expand their capacity in order to address a wide range of issues, enabling them to become active policymakers as their roles and expectations grew. Social dialogue is key in balancing interests and adding value to both companies and employees, however formal dialogue structures might not ensure effective collaboration. The government should engage in social dialogue with real commitment. Social partners do not have sufficient capacity to meet evolving demands. It is necessary to strengthen the capacities of both social partners – trade unions, employers – and the authorities. 

Mr Yavorsky emphasised that social dialogue in Ukraine was at the beginning phase of remodernisation. Digitalisation is vital to Ukraine’s resilience across all sectors, even amid the catastrophic impact of war, sparking dialogue-based initiatives for rebuilding. The EU enlargement process underscores the importance of digitalisation and advancing green initiatives in Ukraine. Social partners are essential in addressing Ukraine’s current challenges: while involving social partners could slow the implementation of some EU directives, it is crucial for a balanced approach that respect all viewpoints, particularly in regulations impacting both economic and environmental goals.

Ms Andrić emphasised that trade unions played a key role in ensuring the twin transition – green and digital – was fair and transparent, aiming for shared benefits rather than creating ‘winners and losers’. She stressed the need for open debates and alternative solutions. Social partners are often excluded from early-stage discussions with governments, which prompted trade unions to raise their visibility, expand capacities and educate members on specific issues. In Serbia, social dialogue primarily operated at the tripartite level, involving government, employers and trade unions. However, at the sectoral level, collective agreements were often lacking. While discussions between parties were productive, there is a deficiency in actual negotiations. Accession is crucial for the twin transition since it gives a clear direction for progress. However, there is a need for new investments and technologies to transform the labour market and keep young labour force in the country.

Mr Luján de Frías, emphasised the crucial role of social dialogue, noting that top-down approaches often left many people behind. Involving social partners is key in the twin transition, allowing for solutions to be quickly adopted and implemented. In Spain, social partners perceive the twin transitions both as challenges and opportunities. It could be also perceived as a threat – particularly as many jobs were evolving and some individuals could lose their jobs. Moreover, training programmes do not adapt quickly to technological developments and the resulting gap in providing necessary skills. The EU should enhance its efforts regarding training and investment to support these twin transitions effectively. 

In the ensuing general debate Mr Salafranca Sanchez-Neyra, Mr Luján de Frías and Mr Yavorsky shared their views. Topics included: the need for improved training opportunities; the importance of collaborative efforts among social partners in developing new programmes for upskilling and reskilling workers; the issue of the lack of materials and slow dissemination of information.

Ms Demetriades shared her concluding thoughts on the importance of joint regulations for new training programmes, emphasising that social partners should discuss capacity, types of training and necessary skills. Sectors should establish observatories to identify these needs and agree on affected occupations. The Italian metal sector could be an example: social partners have created a collective agreement and established a fund to support training in collaboration with the public sector. While the twin transitions pose challenges, they also bring hope for improvement, leading to new skills and investments; yet immediate action is needed.
_____________

To close the High-Level Forum on Enlargement, EESC President Oliver Röpke highlighted the importance of the discussions, emphasising the key areas for further work. He noted that civic space and social dialogue remained significant challenges both in candidate countries and within the EU, stressing the need for continued cooperation. Mr Röpke thanked the European Commission for its support in organising the event and expressed hope for strengthening this initiative in the coming years.

Director-General Mario Nava concluded the forum by agreeing with Mr Röpke’s remarks, emphasising that it was indeed time to hold such an event to discuss the involvement of social partners and civil society. He referenced the new College of Commissioners and their political guidelines, highlighting several upcoming initiatives. These include a new action plan to implement the European Pillar of Social Rights, the Quality Jobs Roadmap, the establishment of a Union of Skills and a tripartite Pact for European Social Dialogue. He outlined how candidate countries could be involved, such as through participation in sectoral social dialogue committees at the EU level, expanding pre-accession assistance to include all candidate countries, enhancing capacity building in social dialogue, as well as providing information and training measures for workers’ organisations. Mr Nava also mentioned involving social partners from candidate countries in projects and exchanges with the Commission’s agencies. He gave his assurance that the EU, its institutions and bodies remained committed to enlargement and to the active participation of social partners. He expressed both his and the entire Commission’s determination to ensure that the next enlargement is as successful as previous ones.
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