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EESC President Oliver Röpke asked the Committee to turn to agenda item 15 – the debate on De-polarising societies – key take-aways of Civil Society Week 2025.

Mr Röpke opened the debate, thanked participants of Civil Society Week 2025 and emphasised civil society’s vital role in defending democracy. He described civil society groups as essential connectors between EU institutions and citizens but warned of rising threats, including pressure on NGOs, democratic erosion, restrictive laws, smear campaigns and funding attacks. These challenges risked silencing voices defending democracy and rights. Mr Röpke reaffirmed the EESC’s role as the ‘house of European civil society’ and its commitment to inclusivity and grassroots engagement. He underscored the EESC’s support for the European Commission’s upcoming Civil Society Platform to promote structured, inclusive dialogue and boost civil society’s impact on EU policymaking. He concluded by welcoming key speakers – the European Commissioner, Liaison Group co-chair and youth representative – to spark discussions on depolarisation and social cohesion.

Commissioner Michael McGrath addressed rising societal polarisation, saying that its roots lay in geopolitical instability, lingering COVID-19 inequalities, war in Europe, climate change and the cost-of-living crisis. He warned that disinformation by external actors was ‘weaponising’ public grievances, undermining trust in democracy. In response, he announced an EU Civil Society Strategy to support civil society and human rights defenders. Key measures included a civil dialogue platform and new tools to detect and counter shrinking civic space.

Brikena Xhomaqi outlined key recommendations from Civil Society Week 2025, where participants focused on combating polarisation through enhanced social cohesion. Key proposals centred on expanding education and culture to include critical thinking, civic education, media literacy and cultural participation, in line with the EU’s Year of Skills and action plan. Further recommendations emphasised the need to invest in community-led initiatives and enhance the European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) with better follow-up, increased youth engagement and support from national economic and social councils. She also highlighted the importance of promoting innovation and digital transformation that upheld democratic values and improved digital literacy and democratic engagement. Regarding social aspects, she stressed the significance of sustainable, inclusive housing, and advocated advancing a just transition in the green and blue economies. She underscored the necessity for substantial EU funding and active civil society involvement in policy development to ensure effective depolarisation of European societies.

Kristýna Bulvasová stressed the underrepresentation of youth – who made up 25% of the EU population but just 10% of its Parliament – and called for stronger youth involvement in policymaking to counter uncertainty and polarisation. Her proposals included boosting youth roles in anti-corruption efforts, expanding civic education and digital literacy and ensuring fair representation by addressing gender and minority inclusion. She also advocated lowering the voting age, creating youth councils and increasing funding for youth organisations. On climate change, she urged a unified, non-partisan EU response to foster cross-border cooperation. She closed by urging EU leaders to act, declaring young people ready to lead change.

Franca Salis-Madinier (FR-II) stressed that rising inequality and job insecurity fuelled extremism. She called for strong social protections, fair wages and inclusive dialogue to ensure just economic transitions, along with continuous civic education to counter misinformation.

Pietro Vittorio Barbieri (IT-III) highlighted the role of employers in promoting social cohesion through inclusive growth and responsible business practices. He advocated balanced regulations that supported both competitiveness and well-being, and emphasised the value of public-private partnerships in community initiatives.

Peter Byrne (IE-I) warned that exclusion from decision-making fuelled polarisation. He called for tighter oversight of digital platforms and more civic engagement opportunities, like forums and town halls, to ensure that diverse input shaped public debate.

José Antonio Moreno Díaz (ES-II) emphasised the need to defend the rule of law and minority rights amid polarisation. He proposed a European Democracy Shield to protect civic space and called for greater solidarity and dialogue to uphold dignity and equality.

Mr McGrath thanked members for their input and pledged to incorporate their views into EU strategies. He reaffirmed the need to address both inequality and democratic threats, promising continued support for civil society funding and digital regulation to combat disinformation.

Richard Vaško presented the ‘Olympiad of Critical Thinking’, a youth initiative promoting debate and media literacy to combat disinformation and extremism. He highlighted its success in boosting civic engagement and forming debate clubs, showing how grassroots education strengthened cohesion and countered polarisation.

Cillian Lohan (IE-III) highlighted the value of local engagement, citing town-hall meetings and community forums as effective tools for reducing polarisation. He emphasised that in-person dialogue fostered understanding better than online exchanges and called for such initiatives to be expanded.

Sandra Parthie (DE-I) focused on education’s role in combating division, urging enhanced digital literacy and critical thinking in schools and communities. She stressed that informed citizens were more resistant to misinformation and essential for democratic cohesion.

Isabel Caño Aguilar (ES-II) emphasised the importance of inclusive policies that empowered women and minorities. She argued that representation in public discourse strengthened social unity and led to more effective solutions.

Alessandro Mostaccio (IT-III) addressed economic inequality as a cause of polarisation. He called for fair, inclusive growth policies to prevent disenchantment and reinforce societal cohesion.

Alberto Marchiori (IT-I) stressed how urban design affected social attitudes, advocating inclusive housing and city planning that promoted integration and community spirit to reduce divides.

Miroslav Hajnoš (SK-II) warned of AI’s and misinformation’s influence on public opinion. He called for stricter regulation of digital content and ethical AI use to rebuild trust in media and institutions.

Baiba Miltoviča (LV-III) linked housing and youth inclusion, arguing that sustainable housing policies could support young people’s integration and prevent alienation, which fuelled polarisation.

Dumitru Fornea (RO-II) focused on political responsibility, urging leaders to avoid divisive rhetoric and model respectful, unifying dialogue to shape healthier public discourse.

Andris Gobiņš (LV-III) called for the EU to turn dialogue into action, urging concrete follow-up to recommendations for effectively addressing polarisation.

Zsolt Kükedi (HU-III) emphasised that cultural and linguistic diversity were strengths. He called for inclusive policies that supported minority and immigrant communities to foster unity, not division.

Ms Bulvasová thanked EESC members for seriously engaging with youth recommendations, expressing encouragement at the shared focus on education, transparency and climate action. She emphasised the importance of meaningful youth participation – in councils, consultations and policymaking – to ensure a long-term impact. Highlighting the value of intergenerational dialogue, she urged continued inclusion of youth voices and called for ideas to be turned into action without losing momentum.

Ms Xhomaqi, speaking on behalf of civil society, thanked the EESC for its commitment and welcomed the consensus on supporting civil society through funding, education and engagement. She called for an ambitious and inclusive Civil Society Strategy and encouraged the EESC to play a central role in its development. Stressing the role of civil society in reaching marginalised communities and rebuilding trust, she urged ongoing collaboration to sustain the energy seen during Civil Society Week.

Mr Röpke closed the session by thanking all speakers and participants, expressing admiration for the dedication of civil society and youth. He reaffirmed the EESC’s role as a champion of civil society within the EU and pledged to support the Civil Society Strategy, youth initiatives and the protection of civic space. Mr Röpke emphasised that addressing polarisation required constant dialogue, unity and a firm commitment to democratic values.
_____________



EESC-2024-0818-02-00-PV-TRA (EN) 1/3
image1.jpg
=
EE

European Economic
and Social Committee




