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· Resolution on the European Economic and Social Committee's contribution to the 2025 European Commission's work programme


	Rapporteurs
	Cinzia DEL RIO (Workers' Group - IT)

	
	Christa SCHWENG (Employers' Group - AT)

	
	Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (Civil Society Organisations' Group - EL)

	

	References
	EESC-2024-03700-00-00-RES

	
	


Key points

The EESC:

· faced with new geopolitical and increasingly complex challenges, calls on the EU institutions to follow-up on Draghi's report and act decisively to ensure the EU's long-term sustainable competitiveness, prosperity for all and leadership on the global stage. Therefore, it is imperative to improve all policies conducive to strengthening the EU's productivity and competitiveness, aligning vital economic investments, with common social and environmental objectives, and promoting the social market economy and fostering the well-being of future generations, to implement a robust European Industrial Strategy (Clean Industrial Deal), and to invest massively in order to transform the economy in a way that preserves the integrity of the single market and closes gaps in growth, productivity and innovation between the EU and international partners and main competitors;
· recognises the importance of reducing the administrative burden and compliance costs, but underlines that this needs to be done in a transparent and inclusive way, without harming the underlying legislative objectives, and maintaining current high standards, not least in terms of societal well-being and environmental protection. For SME's the “think small first” principle should be made a reality, by providing a stable legislative framework, streamlining and reducing administrative processes, securing a level playing field in the single market, and giving SMEs access to renewable energy at affordable prices;
· welcomes the proposal for a new Action Plan to implement the European Pillar of Social Rights, calling for a plural approach to implement, enforce and monitor existing initiatives in the employment and social field, together with their financial support, address the employment and social challenges with new legislative and non-legislative measures, and support strong cohesion policies to address inequalities; 
· calls for the monitoring of social investments during the Semester process according to the new Social Convergence Framework, which is an agreed tool to track progress and ensure that social policies, in the framework of the EPSR, are adequately implemented and funded.
· stresses that social dialogue at all levels can play a key role in enhancing growth, productivity, employment and competitiveness of European companies in global markets;
· calls on the EU institutions to recognise the importance of civil society as key actors in designing and delivering EU policies for sustainable growth, the defence of democracy and social justice, including the just transitions. The EESC calls on the EU institutions to develop a strategy for civil society, with a clear action plan;
· stresses that Cohesion Funds remain vital for upward economic and social convergence and therefore a holistic, coordinated and integrated policy approach at EU level is crucial. Cohesion policies should be supported through a dedicated Directorate-General for Cohesion and must preserve their multi-level governance identity.

	Contacts 
	Anna Hakami

	Tel.
	+32 25468674

	Email
	Anna.Hakami@eesc.europa.eu 


	
	Eniko Greff

	Tel.
	+32 25468792

	Email
	Eniko.Greff@eesc.europa.eu 
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· Regional Emergency Support - RESTORE

	Rapporteur-general
	Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (Civil Society Organisations' Group - EL)

	

	References
	COM(2024) 496 final
EESC-2024-03939-00-00-AC


Key points

The EESC:
· expresses its clear solidarity and support to the people who were severely affected by the recent natural disasters in Central, Eastern and Southern Europe. When climate disasters hit EU regions, Europe is stronger when it stands together and united;
· acknowledges that the consequences of climate change and resource scarcity are sadly already making themselves known. While the EU is rightly committed to avoiding a worsening of the situation, we are unprepared for unforeseen climate emergencies, energy crises and natural disasters.
· stresses that there is a need for systemic change to how our economy works and that it is crucial that governments commit to systemic solutions instead of just addressing the symptoms of the problem;
· believes that immediate, simple and effective measures will be needed to alleviate the social, territorial and economic consequences of such natural disasters. The EU regions will need extensive reconstruction works to recover from these disasters.
· welcomes the proposed flexibilities in the Commission’s proposal to support affected countries, given the severe and lasting impact that natural disasters have on the social and economic fabric of EU regions;
· express its support for cohesion policy as a long-term EU investment tool, while acknowledging that extreme natural disasters can jeopardise its long-term development;
· stresses that the fundamental principle of cohesion policy, according to which no one and no region should be left behind, remains sound and valid, and that civil society partners are ready to continue working towards it by means of a solid EU investment policy;
· loudly and clearly refers to a cohesion policy that is the EU’s most important long-term investment policy for reducing regional, economic and territorial disparities;
· is of the view that the EU needs a new, stable and solid funding mechanism which must be adaptive, flexible and ready to respond to new and emerging crises in the years and decades to come. It is crucial that the functioning of this mechanism, with its greater focus on swift and urgent responses, be coherent with the EU’s overarching climate, environmental and energy policies;
· urges the European Commission to work closely with the Member States, local authorities and civil society organisations to make the most effective and rapid use of the possibilities to support the regions affected. Civil society organisations, workers, SMEs and NGOs have been severely hurt by the natural disasters and a substantial share of the funds must be directed to them;
· calls on the Council and the European Parliament to swiftly approve the regulation so that it can be adopted as soon as possible.
	Contact
	Georgios Meleas

	Tel.
	+32 25469795

	Email
	Georgios.Meleas@eesc.europa.eu


· Review of the legal framework for securitisation in the EU 

	Rapporteur
Co-rapporteur
	Philip VON BROCKDORFF (Workers' Group - MT)
Antonio GARCÍA DEL RIEGO (Employers' Group - ES)


	

	References
	Own-initiative opinion
EESC-2024-00531-00-00-AC


Key points

The EESC:

· believes that improving the securitisation market can broaden investment opportunities, expand access to credit, and advance the capital markets union;
· considers appropriate to carry out an assessment on the effectiveness of the legal framework of securitisation, including market infrastructure, efficiency and transparency, and exploring adjustments in reporting and due diligence requirements;
· recommends that any evaluation of the implementation of the regulatory framework includes an analysis on the impact of securitisation on financing the real economy;
· suggests that efforts to stimulate securitisation concentrate on producing additional funding to the real economy, with a focus on households and businesses;
· considers that securitisation should be complementary to other existing capital instruments, such as covered bonds, but bearing in mind that securitisation nis the only instrument that allows to free-up capital for banks;
· believes that extending disclosure requirements on sustainability or introducing a framework on "green securitisation" may add value for investors, who would appreciate it to measure their share of environmental, social and governance (ESG) investments, to assess ESG-related risks, and as a comparison tool;
· suggests to reduce timeframes and further standardising and harmonising the requirements for significant risk transfer recognition;
· considers that progress on harmonising, for instance, contract law, insolvency law, and taxation, would improve the feasibility of cross-border pooling and inssuance;
· welcomes the consultation process by the European Commission, and recommends that the EU actively collaborates in the ongoing consultation of the Financial Stability Board.

	Contact
	Sergio Lorencio Matallana

	Tel.
	+32 25469240

	Email
	Sergio.LorencioMatallana@eesc.europa.eu




· Revision of the Territorial Agenda 2030 - Towards a more integrated and civic approach with stronger links with the cohesion policy

	Rapporteur
	Stefano PALMIERI (Workers' Group - IT)

	

	References
	Own-initiative opinion
EESC-2024-01368-00-00-AC


Key points

The EESC:

· considers that the Territorial Agenda (TA) should promote the fifth freedom of the internal market – referred to in the Letta report as ‘the freedom to stay’ in the place where one has chosen to live – thus ensuring full economic, social and territorial cohesion. On the other hand, as mentioned in the Draghi report, it should also ensure that all regions are able to make use of local development opportunities through measures to guarantee and strengthen their competitiveness;
· highlights the fact, that with its emphasis on creating a fairer and greener Europe, the Territorial Agenda 2030 (TA 2030) is aligned with the EU’s long-term goals and creates a solid foundation for integrated spatial planning;
· notes that, despite EU measures to test and implement the TA 2030, the benefits it could bring to support cohesion and equitable development have not yet been fully exploited at local and subnational level;
· highlights the importance of enhancing the interconnection between the TA 2030 and cohesion policy. The TA 2030 is a strategic instrument to support regions, setting priorities to address the challenges they face, while cohesion policy makes sure it is implemented;
· believes that efforts to inform civil society and involve it in planning and implementing the TA 2030 need to be stepped up, highlighting the risk that initiatives and projects will be introduced that do not fully take into account the needs of the target beneficiaries of EU policies and strategies – individuals and social and economic partners;
· draws attention to the crises and systematic changes that affect the EU, and the consequent increase in disruption and risks they cause (be they social, economic, environmental or other);
· welcomes the way that the TA 2030 has been developed and tested through pilot actions, but also highlights the considerable room for improving the adoption of integrated territorial development processes (social, economic and environmental);
· believes that the cohesion, sustainability and resilience of the EU’s various territorial dimensions cannot be tackled separately with ordinary instruments. Therefore, recommends including the TA in the European Semester process, following the guidelines of ESPON (European Spatial Planning Observation Network);
· recommends that the TA 2030 be coordinated as much as possible with cohesion policy; 
· Points the need to increase the presence of social and economic representatives within the framework of the partnership principle in local and regional territorial development; 
· stresses the need to develop processes and initiatives for better aligning the TA 2030 with the EU's needs and challenges and for strengthening synergies with the Leipzig Charter and the EU Urban Agenda;
· believes it is essential to organise the activities of the TA 2030 according to priorities like tackling climate change; adapting to demographic change; and encouraging a civic approach;
· believes it is a priority to promote balanced and sustainable territorial development through closer cooperation between all levels of government and increase public consultation.

	Contact
	Georgios Meleas

	Tel.
	+32 25469795

	Email
	Georgios.Meleas@eesc.europa.eu 
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· Factual and legislative analysis of the migration flows' integration in the EU labour market

	Rapporteur

	Panagiotis GKOFAS (Civil Society Organisations' Group - EL)

	Co-rapporteur
	José Antonio MORENO DÍAZ (Workers' Group - ES)

	
	

	References
	Own-initiative opinion
EESC-2024-01017-00-00-AC

	
	


Key points

The EESC:

· points to the fact that organised labour mobility in the EU is governed by a highly fragmented and overly complex framework that consists of several EU Directives and co-existing national legislation. Different categories of migrant workers are governed by different Directives and regulations, each covering different aspects and stages of the migration process;
· notes that with labour shortages manifesting themselves as a common European challenge, they also require a common response. Harnessing the potential of a single EU labour market, instead of operating as 27 separate labour markets, would put the EU in a better position to compete for migrant workers in the ‘global race for talent’;
· highlights the need to prescribe clear regulations on migrants’ access to working visas and work permits, as well as ensure recognition of their diplomas and professional qualifications; 
· draws particular attention to the need to facilitate migrants’ access to the labour market by developing policies and action plans that aim to promote the inclusion of migrants (with particular provisions for women) in the labour market by addressing their specific needs and developing effective cooperation between governments, social entities and business communities on the design and funding of vocational training for migrants, ensuring that language and citizenship classes are also made available to asylum seekers and refugees.

	Contact
	Gemma Amran

	Tel.
	+32 25469415

	Email
	Gemma.Amran@eesc.europa.eu
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· Labour and skills shortages in transport, energy, infrastructure and the digital sector

	Rapporteur
	Thomas KATTNIG (Workers' Group - AT)

	

	References
	Own-initiative opinion
EESC-2024-01463-00-00-AC

	
	



Key points

The EESC:

· highlights the increasing challenge of labour and skills shortages in the transport, energy, infrastructure, and digital technology sectors. These sectors are crucial for the prosperity and ecological sustainability of the EU and are central to the European Green Deal as well as to the future competitiveness of the EU;
· believes that more ambitious measures are needed to ensure a just transition which includes the promotion of quality jobs, labour market’s balance and the improvement of working conditions.
· recognises the important role of the social partners in developing and implementing measures to address Labour and skills shortages;
· suggests developing and financing targeted programmes learner-centric guidance and coordinated learner support measures to facilitate the entry of underrepresented and disadvantaged groups into the labour market. These include women in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) professions, people with a migration background, people with a disability, and older workers;
· encourages the Member States to implement training funds managed in a tripartite way respecting the features of different national systems, in order to reduce disincentives and support businesses in providing on-the-job training, such as apprenticeships.

	Contact: 
	Francesco Napolitano

	Tel.
	+32 25468921

	Email
	Francesco.Napolitano@eesc.europa.eu 





· Social housing in the EU - decent, sustainable and affordable

	Rapporteur
	Thomas KATTNIG (Workers' Group - AT)
Rudolf KOLBE (Civil Society Organisations Group - AT)

	

	References
	Own-initiative opinion
EESC-2024-01187-00-00-AC



Key points

The EESC:

· believes that there has been a market failure in housing. This must be tackled by improving framework conditions like data, coordination, approval procedures and land use planning rules, establishing a fundamental right to housing, providing sufficient funding, implementing the ‘Housing First’ approach for homeless people and focusing more on the needs of young people and sustainability;
· welcomes the appointment of a new Commissioner for Housing, who should be supported by an expert group, including representatives of the EESC and the European Committee of the Regions and asks to be involved as an observer or advisor in the work of the housing committee to be set up by the European Parliament;
· calls on the Commission to recognise social housing as an essential and promising tool of active housing policies. In the medium term, the fundamental right to affordable, accessible and decent housing for everyone should be enshrined in EU primary law. The current approach, according to which housing policy should be a programme for households with the lowest incomes only, should be rejected and State aid law adapted accordingly in compliance with the services of general economic interest (SGEI) regulation system. In addition, housing indicators should be included in the national reform programmes and stability/convergence programmes;
· welcomes the planned pan-European investment platform for affordable and sustainable housing. Moreover, non-profit property developers and cooperatives as well as local authorities should be able to obtain 0% interest rates via this platform or directly from the European Investment Bank for long-term loans;
· calls on the Commission to support Member States by issuing recommendations to them where appropriate to set up a toolbox to curb out-of-control rent increases, including, for instance, statutory rent caps, a vacant residential home tax, fiscal incentives for renovating vacant residential home in view of renting them, more social housing, limits to short-term rental permits etc.;
· calls for an action plan focusing specifically on improving access to affordable housing for young people.

	Contact
	Agota Bazsik

	Tel.
	+32 254 68658

	Email
	Agota.Bazsik@eesc.europa.eu
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· Single market/ future enlargement of the Union

	Rapporteur
	Stoyan TCHOUKANOV (Civil Society Organisations' Group - BG)

	

	References
	Own initiative opinion

	
	EESC-2024-02187-00-00-AC

	
	


Key points

The EESC:

· believes that the enlargement of the EU is a success story and warmly welcomes the ongoing dynamics following the Council’s Granada Declaration. It is not just candidate states that must prepare, the EU must also introduce the necessary regulatory changes before their accession;
· regrets that the current fragmentation of the European financial market leads to capital outflows and represents a threat to European global competitiveness as well as one of the major obstacles for the future process of funding enlargement. The candidate countries represent significant potential for investments, economic opportunities and jobs. The proposed ‘Savings and Investments Union’ would mobilise private capital and strengthen Europe’s competitiveness, and spur on growth and a higher absorption capacity. Enlargement also means greater access to critical raw materials, and therefore a more resilient and sovereign Europe;
· notes that the previous enlargement created a dynamic of winners and losers due to unbalanced economic opportunities. The EESC urges the European Commission and candidate countries to consider and manage the impacts of enlargement to avoid recreating that same dynamic, and give specific attention to SMEs, both in the EU and in the candidate countries to properly spread out the benefits; 
· calls for an inclusive consultation process dedicated to duly compensating for the potential social costs, because the process of enlargement is not only about aligning the policies;
· stresses that the EU needs quick targeted measures to remove significant barriers and to unlock the full potential of the financial, telecommunications and energy sectors, and recommends alignment with the EU framework for the screening of foreign direct in enlargement countries;
· considers that enlargement should be at the centre of the discussions regarding the next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF);
· considers that a new dynamic for the process must be found in the context of exceptional current geopolitical circumstances and growing challenges, such as climate change and the energy and environmental transition;
· recommends that civil society be involved in the enlargement process, and believes that enlargement should be an integral part of European solutions to global challenges.

	Contact
	Annalisa Tessarolo 

	Tel.
	+32 25469732

	Email
	Annalisa.Tessarolo@eesc.europa.eu 


· The cost of non-Schengen for the single market / Bulgaria and Romania

	Rapporteur
	Mariya MINCHEVA (Employers' Group - BG)

	

	References
	Own-initiative opinion
EESC-2024-01449-00-00-AC

	
	



Key points

The EESC:

· calls the Council to set a date for lifting land border controls between Bulgaria and Romania and the other Schengen Member States as early as 2024. The EESC calls on all stakeholders to work collaboratively towards this goal, ensuring that the benefits of Schengen membership are extended equally to all EU citizens;
· underlines that the Schengen Agreement is essential for the free movement of people, goods, services and capital within the EU, that the competitiveness of the EU has become a pressing political priority, as underscored by the recent reports of Enrico Letta and Mario Draghi;
· considers that despite its significant achievements, the European single market remains a work in progress. Any limitations on the freedom of movement within it have an adverse effect on EU competitiveness and economic growth, hampering the full realisation of the social market economy as envisaged in the Treaties;
· considers that the European Commission should regularly provide reliable data on the economic and social effects directly linked to the introduction of border controls within the Schengen area, including with respect to competitiveness;
· points out that different estimates show that companies operating in Bulgaria and Romania pay billions of euros annually as a result of increased costs and delays. All these direct costs are inevitably passed on to consumers, and have an impact on workers’ physical and mental health;
· stresses that land border controls have a clear environmental impact due to the CO2 emissions from vehicles waiting to cross the border. They hamper tourism and impede the free movement of labour. The uncertainty and inefficiencies associated with land border controls deter foreign direct investment and harm the investment climate;
· emphasises that Bulgaria and Romania’s lack of Schengen membership has a political price. Joining the Schengen area should not be used as a form of non-formal, post-EU accession conditionality. Тhis approach creates mistrust in the European institutions and fuels Eurosceptic sentiments.

	Contact
	Annalisa Tessarolo

	Tel.
	+32 25469732

	Email
	Annalisa.Tessarolo@eesc.europa.eu
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· Amendment - Forest reproductive material: "tested" category, its labelling and the names of the authorities responsible for the approval and control of the production

	References
	Category C opinion
COM(2024) 517 final

	
	EESC-2024-04230-00-00-AC





The EESC unreservedly endorses the content of the proposal and feels that it requires no comment on its part.

	Contact
	Nicolas Stenger

	Tel.
	+32 25468152

	Email
	Nicolas.Stenger@eesc.europa.eu





· Amendment to EAFRD to provide additional assistance to Member States affected by natural disasters


	Rapporteur-general
	Peter SCHMIDT (Workers' Group - DE)

	References
	COM(2024) 495 final 
EESC-2024-04085-00-00-AC



Key points

The EESC:

· supports the principle of immediate disaster relief and recognizes the urgency for communities affected by recent climate disasters to receive prompt assistance;
· highlights the escalating frequency and severity of climate-induced events, stressing the disproportionate impact on rural areas and the need to prioritize their resilience;
· emphasizes the need to safeguard rural development budgets, warning against repeated reallocations that risk undermining long-term rural growth and stability;
· recommends establishing a dedicated EU climate disaster fund, inspired by the COP28 Loss and Damage Fund, to address internal climate-related disasters without compromising international commitments or existing EU funding mechanisms;
· calls for greater investment in prevention, particularly nature-based solutions, which are cost-effective, enhance resilience, and reduce the financial and societal burden of emergency response mechanisms;
· welcomes the proposal’s simplified procedures for disaster relief and encourages their integration into future policies to ensure more efficient responses to crises;
· urges the development of a proactive, coordinated EU framework for disaster preparedness, incorporating preventive measures, increased funding, and long-term planning to address vulnerabilities effectively;
· stresses the importance of long-term resilience planning, aligning with the EU’s Long-term Vision for Rural Areas and ensuring a balanced approach to proactive and reactive measures.


	Contact
	Nicolas Stenger

	Tel.
	+32 25468152

	Email
	Nicolas.Stenger@eesc.europa.eu





· Towards a just transition legislative proposal and EU policy tools that enable a more social European Green Deal


	Rapporteur
	Dirk BERGRATH (Workers' Group - DE)

	

	Reference
	Own-initiative opinion
EESC-2024-01077-00-00-AC



Key points

The EESC:

· highlights the importance of the just transition in the EU in line with the strategic priorities and political guidelines of the European Commission for 2024-2029. The just transition will have a particular impact on the world of work, affecting sectors, regions, jobs and skills (including gender aspect, intergenerational aspect and vulnerable groups), welfare, cooperation between Member States, governance, business and enterprises (notably SMEs) and funding and investment;
· emphasises the need for a comprehensive policy package for the world of work which integrates existing EU-level tools and gives sufficient leeway for Member States to adopt appropriate solutions at the national and regional levels;
· calls for a just transition policy package for the world of work through anticipation and management of change, with social dialogue and collective bargaining as leading principles.
· This policy package should include measures such as:
· conduct mapping of skills needs and strategies;
· establish and implement appropriate skills development programmes;
· establish meaningful and enforceable access to fully compensated training hours for all workers;
· ensure that effective systems of participation and effective information and consultation of workers at company level are put in place in accordance with applicable rules;
· integrate just transition initiatives in the implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights and the European Semester;
· create strong incentives for companies to: 
· prioritise the upskilling of current employees to fill skills gaps;
· develop, publish and regularly update company transition plans;
· and encourage increased apprenticeship and training levy contributions in accordance with national models to partially fund the training of workers at regional level;
· recommends granular mapping activities to ensure awareness of the challenges and opportunities of the transition. The Just Transition Observatory, can lead the mapping of policies and best practices and support Member States with data and monitoring;
· calls on the European Commission and Member States to ensure adequate funding by scaling up the Just Transition Fund and Social Climate Fund, and bolstering and linking other methods of funding such as adapting national tax systems and mobilising private finance for the transition.


	Contact
	Nicolas Stenger

	Tel.
	+32 25468152

	Email
	Nicolas.Stenger@eesc.europa.eu
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· Decision on the interpretation and application of the Energy Charter Treaty

	Rapporteur
	Christophe QUAREZ (Workers' Group - FR)

	

	References 
	COM(2024) 257 final

	
	EESC-2024-03646-00-00-AC


Key points

The EESC:

· endorses the adoption of the Agreement on the interpretation and application of the Energy Charter Treaty (ECT) between the EU, Euratom, and their Member States and notes the EU's formal withdrawal from the ECT on 27 June 2024;
· agrees with the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) that Article 26(2) of the ECT is incompatible with EU law, and emphasizes that the ECT was never meant to apply to intra-EU relations;
· stresses that the ECT's investor-state dispute settlement (ISDS) mechanism can undermine rule of law, democracy, transparency, and coherence by allowing investors to bypass domestic courts and challenge national laws affecting profit expectations;
· highlights that the ECT's protection of fossil fuel investments conflicts with climate objectives like the European Green Deal and the Paris Agreement;
· encourages agreements with third countries like the United Kingdom to eliminate arbitration risks due to the ECT's 20-year survival clause; 
· calls to explore legal mechanisms to neutralize the survival clause's effects, preventing prolonged arbitration risks that could hinder the EU's climate and energy transition objectives;
· urges remaining Member States to consider withdrawing from the ECT due to its persistent issues and advocates for developing a new multilateral energy cooperation framework that:
· prioritizes sustainable and renewable energy sources;
· fully aligns with the European Green Deal;
· considers a just transition;
· respects transparency, democracy, and the rule of law.


	Contact
	Marco Ristori

	Tel.
	+ 32 25469969

	Email
	Marco.Ristori@eesc.europa.eu 





· Water politics: Empowering youth, women, and indigenous and local communities

	Rapporteur
Co-Rapporteur

	Milena ANGELOVA (Employers' Group - BG)
Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (Civil Society Organisations' Group - EL)

	

	References
	Own-initiative opinion
EESC-2024-00874-00-00-AC

	
	



Key points

The EESC:

· reminds that water is crucial to human life and dignity and that as recognised by the EU the access to water and sanitation is a fundamental human right; 
· stresses that young people, women, and indigenous and local communities (including migrants and people with disabilities) are the most vulnerable to water stress and have a large untapped potential for contributing to sustainable water management, for turning water into an instrument of peace and stability, and, thus, for contributing to blue diplomacy;
· calls on the EU to pay due attention to these groups in its external relations and international cooperation and suggests a lighthouse partnership programme related to water stress for addressing how to empower them in an integrated manner;
· notes that access to clean water, education, employment and participation in policymaking are key elements of empowerment. Better access to water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) services is crucial, as it frees up time for education and vocational training and opens up more diverse options for employment and the ability to contribute to water management and policies;
· believes that young people should be provided with general civic, citizenship and entrepreneurial skills, so that they can contribute to water management, employment and policymaking, as today’s drivers of change and future decision-makers;
· considers that fully-fledged gender equality in education, work, authorities and entrepreneurship is another vital factor. Due attention needs to be paid to decent working conditions, including the prevention of discrimination and harassment;
· stresses that local communities must be provided with access to infrastructure, information, education and training, while local-level civil society organisations (CSOs) should be involved in local policymaking processes, engaging and empowering the indigenous groups;
· reaffirms that blue and digital technologies are instrumental for improving water management and access to clean water and sanitation;
· highlights that meaningful partnership and funding are critical in the development of infrastructure, education and general capacity building. Both EU funds and national donors’ programmes play a crucial role here and coordination is vital to create synergies and make the most of the allocated resources.

	Contact
	Tzonka Iotzova

	Tel.
	+32 25468978

	Email
	Tzonka.Iotzova@eesc.europa.eu




· Democracy in Africa – current situation and future perspectives. What role for the EESC?

	Rapporteur

	Carlos TRINDADE (Workers' Group - PT)

	

	References
	Own-initiative opinion
EESC-2024-01631-00-00-AC

	
	


Key points

The EESC:
· believes that democracy requires respect for human rights, robust institutions, the separation of powers – guaranteeing the rule of law and independence of the judiciary – free and fair elections, accountability to the people, the right to full participation, and measures to tackle discrimination;
· welcomes the African Union’s (AU) commitment to democratic values and to promoting democracy as highlighted in the aspirations set out in the AU 2063 Agenda;
· welcomes the development of democracy in Africa and African citizens’ commitment to this development, as well as the popular support for democracy, despite having been eroded somewhat over the past decade;
· calls on the European institutions to step up cooperation on developing democracy and on increasing public trust and participation in democratic processes and on supporting civil society;
· feels that the European approach should be based on a relationship between equals and take into account the continent’s complexity in terms of economic development, social progress, the provision of critical infrastructure, diversity, and geopolitical and strategic interests;
· believes that the Global Gateway strategy is of great importance for EU-Africa relations, and reaffirms that it will strengthen economic and political ties, ensuring respect for democratic and social principles;
· firmly believes that, based on its experience and together with recognised representatives of African civil society, including social partners, it can help promote democratic values, advocate human rights, and enhance civil, social and political dialogue, notably in the context of the institutional mechanisms for civil society participation to be set up under the Samoa Agreement;
· commits to pursue and improve its activities to promote and support African civil society organisations and social partners by facilitating their establishment, organisation and action and by helping boost their institutional capacity, as a contribution to achieving the EU’s goal of making democracy resilient in Africa;
· insists that its action will be guided by the indissoluble link between the promotion of civil, political, social, economic and cultural rights, and economic growth and social progress;
· is most pleased that a memorandum of understanding was signed between itself and the African Union ECOSOCC; an exceedingly important step in consolidating civil society’s contribution to the partnership between Europe and Africa.
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Key points

The EESC:

· believes that any further decline in the metallurgical industry is unacceptable, as it risks seriously undermining the EU’s strategic autonomy, all of its industrial sectors (the rail, nuclear, maritime, space, automotive, defence industries, etc.) and, consequently, the future of EU industry. Now more than ever, Europe needs to establish an Industrial Deal to back up its Green Deal and its Circular Economy Action Plan; it needs to consolidate industrial alliances in the metal industry through ‘important projects of common European interest’, and to reindustrialise many abandoned regions in order to restore high-quality, locally based jobs;
· calls on the European Commission, as a matter of urgency, to resume sector-specific industrial policy analyses and prospect assessments through foresight exercises, with the aim of regaining competitive positions at global level;
· calls on the European Commission to implement targeted measures swiftly to support the various strategic sectors: chemicals and its derivatives, metallurgy and cybersecurity.
· believes that companies need access to banking institutions that support an industrial policy that is rooted in European regions, to ever more highly skilled workers, and to academic centres that promote innovation and research to create the jobs of the future;
· stresses the need to increase partnerships to stimulate innovation and investment, to relocate the chemicals industry and locate decision-making centres on European soil, to standardise quality standards for sorted/pre-treated plastic waste, and to establish a single and open secondary market so as to provide a continuous supply of plastic waste for use in operating chemical recycling plants.
· recommends that heightened, continuous supervision be put in place, and that preventive technical assistance programmes be developed that are accessible to all companies.
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Key points

The EESC:

· believes EU’s health systems should be resilient, shock-responsive, life-protective, inclusive and equitable, people-centred and accessible, based on research and innovation, and coordinated between the Member States;
· calls on the European Commission to recognise health and to support further integration of national health systems as priorities for the 2024-2029 mandate, and to back up these priorities with ambitious institutional support and increased investments;
· welcomes the Critical Medicines Act announced in the Political Guidelines for the new Commission, and calls for strengthened cooperation with the Member States, public and private stakeholders, academia and civil society in this regard;
· calls for an integrated, multifaceted and patient-centred approach ensuring access to safe, effective, and quality medicines, diagnoses and treatments;
· suggests a series of concrete measures aiming at fostering the competitiveness and resilience of the sector, improving working conditions in the sector while reducing dependencies from third countries and avoiding shortages. In particular it recommends to update the list of actions covered under the ‘health transition pathway’ to continue strengthening the single market in the health sector;
· acknowledges the digital transformation of the health sector and calls for human-centred used of artificial intelligence (AI), increased data operability, shared and secure digital spaces, and strengthened protection on cyber risks;
· supports innovation as a driver for competitiveness and calls for a supranational public research infrastructure for medicine;
· highlights the potential of preventive and personalised medicines and the need to increase the investments in the area of rare diseases;
· stresses the importance to ensure universal and equitable access to healthcare and medicines across the EU. This includes affordable prices based on the "fair pricing model". 
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Key points

The EESC:

· contributes with this opinion to the joint effort to restore Europe's competitiveness and strengthen its industrial position, while enhancing the performance of European firms in the green transition;
· recognises the fundamental role that professional services play in the green transition;
· is concerned that the greening process may stall due to labour and skill shortages, skill mismatches, and increasing regulatory, administrative and cost burdens, as well as new challenges brought on by rapid changes in supply chains;
· expects the changes in the dynamics of manufacturing supply chains to help reposition value chains and to encourage reshoring, with many companies considering bringing back production and services previously offshored to non-EU countries;
· believes that the new vision for the Union of Skills needs to be implemented. Consistent reforms need to be carried out in education systems to adapt curricula to changes in the world of work, to support all relevant educational programmes (including STEM), to implement a new strategy for vocational education and training (VET), and to support teachers and improve coordination at EU level;
· also recognises the need to encourage educational initiatives at both EU and Member State levels. This could involve specific financial incentives for VET courses aimed at greening professional services. It could also involve establishing EU-level academic courses to bring in new professionals or train existing professionals in sustainability objectives, and to promote both adaptation to and improvements in existing skills and jobs (upskilling and reskilling programmes). These initiatives could also create new skills for the green and digital transitions, that can be considered ‘twin transitions’, in that they go hand-in-hand and can reinforce each other;.
· suggests targeting policies to support professional service networking in order to improve the operating scale of the related activities, properly accounting for each Member States’ specific characteristics;
· believes that the skill gap could be closed by following the above suggestions and training skilled professionals within Europe, or by attracting professionals from outside the EU through policies and initiatives;
· emphasises the important role that social partners, professional service organisations and other relevant civil society organisations play in successful and just green transition processes;



· also highlights other challenges in the broad context of professional service provision, including barriers to qualification recognition, which will need to be lifted to help leverage professional mobility and address skill gaps. The EESC recommends continuous efforts in this field, also through follow-up opinions on these issues.
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