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Conclusions and recommendations

The Mediterranean region is a strategic area for the EU, not only for geopolitical reasons but also because of the significant economic, cultural and development opportunities it offers for the cooperation and mutual benefit of all peoples in the whole Euromed region. 

The EESC expects the New Pact for the Mediterranean (the Pact) to actively promote peace, democracy, good governance, the fight against corruption, the rule of law, equal access to justice, inclusive prosperity and stability, civic spaces and human and labour rights, and to foster respect for international humanitarian law (IHL) The EESC also supports strongly the renewed multilateralism in political and trade relations and highlights the opportunity of bilateral agreements within a multilateral context, focusing on a growing potential for entrepreneurship.

The EESC sees the Pact as a new development model, with shared partnerships and business opportunities able to deliver economic growth and innovation, with good quality jobs and opportunities especially for young people and women who are active in inclusive and socially stable societies. The EESC therefore wishes to become an integral institutional partner in this process. It also calls on the European Commission to consider upgrading the existing EESC Euromed Follow-up Committee to an inclusive body with members from the partner countries which will play a key role in monitoring and evaluating the Pact.

The EESC calls for evaluations of previous policies and strategies accompanying the Pact to be carried out by the Commission. 

The EESC emphasises that monitoring and evaluation of the Pact must be participatory from the outset, ensuring that civil society organisations (CSOs) and social partners play an active role in shaping indicators, verifying data and interpreting findings and are consulted on implementation.

The EESC calls for the Pact to include targeted support for social and civil dialogue mechanisms and organisations. It also calls for a stronger and guaranteed role within the Pact for Economic and Social Councils (ESCs) and similar bodies in the Euromed region, including the Mediterranean Youth Council, and supports the creation of ESCs and similar bodies in countries lacking such a structure.

 The EESC emphasises the significance of including and endorsing the voices of non-traditional and marginalised people and groups in formal decision-making processes. It points out that there is currently no streamlined gender perspective in the discourse surrounding the Pact and emphasises the role of young people in co-creating it.

Internal and regional conflicts are a reality in the region. The EESC underlines the role of the Pact and the forthcoming EU Middle East Strategy in reshaping the EU’s approach to conflict resolution and post-conflict reconstruction, which socially inclusive policies can be based. CSOs and social partners must be involved in shaping these strategies.



[bookmark: _Ref201061576]The EESC stresses the need for a differentiated approach to labour migration, separating these affairs from the perspective of security. It also calls for current and future frameworks to adopt a balanced approach which takes due account of the risks and benefits for both the EU and partner countries.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  	EESC SOC/824] 


The EESC calls for targeted investment in infrastructure projects, which requires a fair and inclusive interregional financial framework. At present, cooperation among major development banks and other donors is marred by fragmentation and inadequate coordination. The establishment of a formal investment coordination mechanism, such as a regional investment bank or fund actively involving all partner countries and civil society, would facilitate the mobilisation of resources and the financing of key infrastructure projects, and promote inclusive and green growth.

[bookmark: _Ref201061645]Entrepreneurship remains key for the sustainable development of the Mediterranean. Micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), which are the backbone of economic and social development across the region, need support to build capacity in the digital economy and rely on energy and infrastructure connectivity, in both the North-South and South-South corridors.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  	EESC REX/604] 


The EESC points out that the Pact has the potential to deepen trade relations with the partner countries and establish a Euro-Mediterranean Free Trade Area. It urges that the negotiations on a new generation of trade agreements include  sustainable development chapters, joint management of mobility and monitoring by organised civil society through domestic advisory groups (DAGs) have to be begun afresh.

EU tools such as Erasmus+ and Interreg must introduce dedicated funding lines for civil society, taking into account local specificities when drafting eligibility criteria , simplified applications and long-term financing options. Re-granting mechanisms, successfully implemented in the Western Balkans (Western Balkans Fund and Regional Civil Society Development Hub), should be leveraged to improve access to funding. 

The EESC advocates for local participation mechanisms such as regional forums and rural civil society incubators, and simplified grants for genuine grassroots actors. To promote territorial cohesion, it calls for incentives for urban-rural collaboration in areas such as food, energy and mobility backed by targeted rural funding, drawing on models like the EU’s LEADER/CLLD approach.

The EESC emphasises that capacity building and civic education integrated into formal education systems are instrumental in strengthening participatory governance and policy advocacy. Non-formal education plays a crucial role and should be supported.

[bookmark: _Ref201061583]The role of young people, in particular from different socioeconomic levels and regional backgrounds, in co-creating the Pact is key to ensuring inclusive participation and addressing the difficulties they face in participating.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  	EESC REX/583 ] 


The EESC is in favour of supporting the expansion of UNIMED to all Euro-Mediterranean countries and creating financial tools to assist in this process and support the rotation capacities of students and researchers. 

The EESC welcomes the Arab Recovery and Reconstruction Plan for Gaza presented on 4 March 2025 and calls on the Commission to align EU funding with it and to advocate for Palestinian civil society to be included as full partners in designing, implementing and monitoring this plan under the Pact.

The Pact should build should upon the Naples Process for cultural collaboration in Europe and develop joint strategies to protect and enhance culture as a common good for the region and an important tool for EU external relations. The EESC supports the launch of a corresponding EU-Mediterranean Cultural Fund.

Scope and objectives

The Pact, as outlined in official EU communications and speeches[footnoteRef:5], seeks to establish a strategic, people-centred framework for deeper EU-Southern Mediterranean cooperation. It aims to address evolving geopolitical circumstances through stronger political commitment and partnerships, focusing on shared priorities. The Pact will include the ten Southern Neighbourhood countries. The EESC welcomes the key policy areas as quoted in the scoping paper namely “energy and clean tech, water resilience and climate change preparedness, agriculture, trade and investment, including rare earth minerals, migration management, talents, skills and jobs development, mobility, higher education, culture and sport, digital and transport (including ports) connectivity, security and defence”.  [5: 	Mission letter from Ursula von der Leyen to the Commissioner for the Mediterranean, speech by Commissioner Dubravka Šuica at the Forum on the Future of the Mediterranean, Ms Šuica’s keynote speech for the EPP Group Study Days panel and the scoping paper Towards the New Pact for the Mediterranean.] 


The Pact is expected to build upon the Joint Communication on a Renewed partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood – A New Agenda for the Mediterranean and the accompanying Economic and Investment Plan, published in February 2021. The EESC adopted the corresponding REX/540 opinion on A New Agenda for the Mediterranean in July 2021 and reiterates that the recommendations set out in it should be incorporated into the Pact. 

The EESC has adopted several opinions[footnoteRef:6] regarding the Euro-Mediterranean region (see Annex) and underscores the importance of incorporating them and other relevant strategies (e.g. Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development 2016–2025) regarding the Mediterranean region in the Pact. [6:  	REX/604, SOC/824, REX/585, REX/583, REX/555, REX/549, REX/548, REX/537, REX/526] 

The latest ministerial declarations adopted by the member states of the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) in fields such as environment and climate, energy, the blue economy, sustainable urban development, employment and labour and women’s empowerment, remain key regional strategies with which the Pact must align.

General comments

Governance and democracy

The EESC acknowledges the Commission’s efforts to draft the Pact and underscores the significance of basing it on the Renewed Partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood – A New Agenda for the Mediterranean. The EESC expects the Pact to actively promote peace, democracy, good governance, the fight against corruption, the rule of law, equal access to justice, competitiveness, inclusive growth and prosperity, civic spaces and human and labour rights and to foster respect for IHL and the role of the UN in the region. Access to funds for any initiatives included in the Pact must depend on these commitments being met.

In order to ensure consistency and facilitate the identification of lessons learned, it is crucial to evaluate previous policies and the reasons for the failure of previous agreements regarding a comprehensive Mediterranean strategy. This evaluation should be summarised in a report to be published alongside the Pact. The EESC calls for civil society (CSOs and social partners) to play a role in drafting this report, as well as in developing monitoring and evaluation measures. These measures shall include explicit benchmarks, budget allocations and regular assessments and must be included in future bilateral partnership agreements. Outcome reports from independent mechanisms and evaluation bodies must set out recommendations, which the authorities of the Pact must act on within a specific timeframe.

The EESC expresses its support for the consultative process undertaken, emphasising the importance of bottom-up (grassroots and innovative) approaches and of incorporating civil society from the EU and the partner countries as strategic partners of the Pact. However, the process lacks a clear approach, transparency and methodology. Civil society must be recognised as co-creators and implementers of the Pact, which will help establish the Pact’s approach as a partnership of equals between the EU and partner countries. 

CSOs and social partners must be involved in EU protection mechanisms as these groups drive rights-based reforms, including good governance and anti-corruption initiatives, they need to be empowered to monitor violations. The EESC calls for the establishment of a fund for at-risk organisations and individuals, offering legal, financial and relocation support.



Institutional framework

Social and civil dialogue processes are a cornerstone of democratic participation. However, CSOs and social partner organisations face difficulties in taking part in decision-making processes. The EESC calls for the Pact to include targeted support for social and civil dialogue mechanisms and organisations, particularly in situations where structural barriers prevent meaningful participation. This support shall ensure democratic processes that go beyond elections and are practically grounded in civic freedoms, international human and labour rights, and inclusive access to information and opportunities. 

Social dialogue is key to shaping economic, labour and social policies, promoting resilience, competitiveness and inclusive growth. The EESC calls for the implementation of key ILO conventions (C98, C135, C87, C154); this will reinforce bipartite and tripartite dialogue and so ensure social and economic justice.

Civil dialogue between CSOs and with governments is essential to the Pact, fostering trust, cooperation and sustainable development. It ensures diverse voices are heard, supports local empowerment and promotes peaceful, inclusive solutions.

ESCs and similar bodies (e.g. Mediterranean Youth Council) in the Euromed region are stable platforms for policy dialogue and play a crucial role in fostering inclusive and sustainable policymaking. They have the potential to drive environmental, climate and social action at grassroots level and are key partners in initiatives that advance the SDGs and support the just transition to inclusive societies and economies. The EESC calls for a stronger and guaranteed role for them within the Pact and calls for support for the creation of ESCs and similar bodies in countries lacking such a structure.

Mobility

The EESC emphasises the relevance of cultivating interregional civil society collaboration. This should extend beyond conventional North-South technical assistance to incorporate regional, South-South and triangular collaboration within the Pact. One possibility is to empower diaspora communities to lead or co-lead initiatives with their countries of origin and thereby act as ambassadors for greater integration and cooperation. 

The EESC recognises that Southern Mediterranean civil society, independent media and youth mobility across the Mediterranean are central to building mutual understanding, trust and cooperation and stresses that restrictive visa policies remain a major obstacle. The announced EU visa strategy should be used as an opportunity to consider a comprehensive legal framework supporting long-term collaboration, recurring visits and South–South–North exchanges, as well as enhancing young people’s mobility.

Internal and regional conflicts are a reality in the region. Taking a case-by-case approach is essential when seeking to actively address the root causes of forced displacement through conflict resolution and by addressing socio-economic challenges. The EESC underlines the role of the Pact and the forthcoming EU Middle East Strategy in reshaping the EU’s approach to conflict resolution and post-conflict reconstruction. Civil society must be actively involved in shaping these strategies and their role must be expanded given their position as first responders in these situations. Furthermore, the creation of a Mediterranean Coast Guard Capacity-Building Fund for joint patrols, search and rescue, and anti-trafficking operations, overseen by civil society, would help uphold human rights.

Displacement based on environmental causes alone is not grounds for asylum or international protection. Bearing in mind the historical contribution of EU Member States to the climate crisis, they must provide legal protection for people displaced due to environmental causes. The EESC recommends that such causes be included within the scope of the Temporary Protection Directive. 

The EESC stresses the need for a differentiated approach to labour migration and mobility separating these affairs from the perspective of security. It also calls for current and future frameworks to adopt a balanced approach which takes due account of the risks and benefits for both sides. This includes mitigating the risk of brain drain, implementing functioning reintegration systems as part of effective ‘brain circulation’ schemes, safeguarding equal rights for third-country migrant workers at all skill levels, ensuring fair and ethical recruitment procedures and providing strong protection for vulnerable groups.1

Social cohesion and inclusion

The EESC points out that there is currently no streamlined gender perspective in the discourse surrounding the Pact. The EESC emphasises the significance of including and endorsing the voices of non-traditional and marginalised people and groups, such as youth groups, feminist collectives, LGBTIQ+ networks, people with disabilities, migrants in vulnerable situations, and ethnic and religious minorities. These groups find themselves repressed and excluded from formal decision-making processes. Moreover, providing independent spaces would guarantee their protection and safety when they carry out monitoring and due diligence activities.  

The EESC calls for a focus on investing in social cohesion and inclusion, participatory governance and social innovation, particularly in fragile or underserved areas. By supporting social economy actors such as social enterprises and social cooperatives, local initiatives and communal public service providers, the Pact can help empower women, young people and marginalised communities while promoting decent employment.

The role of young people in co-creating the Pact is key to ensuring inclusive participation and addressing the difficulties they face in participating3. The EESC welcomes the efforts to include young people in consultation processes and calls for more tangible actions and objectives to avoid tokenism and elitist co-optation. In particular, young people from different socioeconomic levels and regional backgrounds should be involved, and the results of consultations and proposals should be monitored and evaluated by independent organisations to ensure accountability. 

Specific comments

Civil society involvement

The EESC emphasises the need for all relevant social actors, social partners and CSOs from the EU and the partner countries to be involved in the Pact on a structured and permanent basis, moving beyond ad hoc consultations towards institutionalised participation at all levels of governance. This should include a permanent steering or advisory body, representation in working groups and project evaluation panels, and guaranteed representation at official events and established follow-up mechanisms. The EESC also calls on the Commission to consider upgrading the existing EESC Euromed Follow-up Committee to an inclusive body with members from the partner countries which will play a role in monitoring and evaluating the Pact. 

The EESC insists that civil society participation must be embedded into the formal political process. This applies particularly to the participation of young people and their integration into key political processes and discussions. Moreover, it underscores the need to conduct on-the-ground consultations on both sides prior to high-level political meetings, thereby preventing purely top-down approaches. 

The EESC emphasises that monitoring and evaluation must be participatory from the outset, ensuring that civil society actively shapes indicators, verifies data and interprets findings and is consulted on implementation. It highlights the need to establish these processes when the Pact is launched in order to guarantee meaningful engagement. The EESC calls for the creation of innovative feedback pathways, including independent evaluations and ‘shadow reports’ in order to provide complementary insights and ensure compliance with human and labour rights.

Business, investment and trade


The EESC calls for targeted investment in infrastructure projects such as the India-Middle East-Europe corridor (IMEC), establishing a green hydrogen and derivatives pipeline linking North Africa, the Gulf and Europe, alongside ammonia-processing hubs in Oman or Egypt under joint EU-Gulf Cooperation Council governance, or joint desalination and renewable energy projects on the Eastern Mediterranean and North African coasts. Production of renewable energy, through solar power or hydrogen, and the related energy networks could result in remarkable benefits for the region. Sustainable water management and the development of water supply infrastructure present excellent cooperation opportunities, with a significant beneficial impact factor for women and girls. Sustainable farming and tourism may well generate an ecosystem of further development in accommodation and food as well production and supply of crafts and traditional products. The EESC stresses that, as climate adaptation and food security are central to the New Pact, rural access must be reinforced through dedicated resources and funding, fostering connectivity, among other priorities.

Projects and targeted investments supporting the green and just transition, as well as long-term sustainable economic development with added value to local communities require a fair and inclusive interregional financial framework. Current cooperation among major development banks (EIB, EBRD, World Bank, Islamic Development Bank) and other donors (IMF, UN agencies, etc.) is marred by fragmentation and inadequate coordination, with an absence of a cohesive focus on integrating the interests of, and ensuring balanced representation of, partner countries. The establishment of a formal investment coordination mechanism, such as a regional investment bank or fund actively involving partner countries and civil society, would facilitate the mobilisation of resources for key infrastructure projects and promote inclusive and green growth.

Entrepreneurship remains key for the sustainable development of the Mediterranean. MSMEs, which are the backbone of economic development across the region, need support to build capacity in the digital economy and rely on energy and infrastructure connectivity, on both the North-South and South-South corridors. Partnership projects such as EBSOMED and the EU Global Gateway are important tools in helping enterprises to develop and succeed in the region and beyond.2

The EESC notes that, despite the commitment to deepen trade relations with the partner countries and establish a Euro-Mediterranean Free Trade Area, negotiations on a new generation of free trade agreements (FTAs) such as deep and comprehensive free trade agreements have still not been concluded. It strongly urges that the Pact should reignite negotiations on a new generation of FTAs, incorporating sustainable development chapters, joint management of mobility exploiting the job opportunities coming from theses FTAs and monitoring by organised civil society through domestic advisory groups (DAGs). At the very least, the EESC strongly urges the Commission to commit to an expansion of the current FTAs in the negotiations under the Pact in order to and include sustainable development chapters, as well as a monitoring mechanism similar to the DAGs. The inclusion of partner countries in the EU single market, as mentioned in the scoping paper, needs to be considered with caution.

Sustainable and regional development 

The EESC calls for civil society to be fully integrated into Team Europe Initiatives, where they can contribute to priority-setting, champion transparency, accountability and cross-sectoral collaboration and ensure that policies address human and social needs. Recognising successful models such as the Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum and the EU Youth Dialogue, the EESC stresses that these structured and well-funded engagement platforms can serve as valuable models.

EU tools such as Erasmus+ and Interreg must introduce dedicated funding lines for civil society, with flexible eligibility, simplified applications and long-term financing options. Re-granting mechanisms, successfully implemented in the Western Balkans (Western Balkans Fund and Regional Civil Society Development Hub), should be leveraged to improve access to funding. Moreover, establishing technical assistance mechanisms and programmes can assist grassroots players with securing and managing EU funds.



The EESC highlights the key role of local authorities, especially in underdeveloped areas. It also calls for permanent implementation hubs in partner countries, co-funded by the EU and co-managed with civil society, which will support participatory budgets, SDG strategies, innovation and monitoring. In order to promote territorial cohesion, the EESC calls for incentives for urban-rural collaboration on issues such as climate adaptation, food, energy and mobility, backed by targeted rural funding, drawing on models such as the EU’s LEADER/CLLD approach. Advocates permanent implementation hubs gathering all relevant sectors in partner countries to develop participatory budgets and localised strategies, strengthen innovation and cooperation and provide capacity building and support thematic projects across areas. Nevertheless, the EESC emphasises the need to tailor participation mechanisms to the distinct realities of local urban and rural civil society: this includes regional forums, rural civil society incubators and simplified grants for grassroots actors.

The EESC welcomes the Arab Recovery and Reconstruction Plan for Gaza presented on 4 March 2025 and calls on the Commission to align EU funding with it and advocate for Palestinian civil society to be included as full partners in designing, implementing provisions and independent ‘shadow reporting’ on any obstruction of aid. 

The role of culture in the Mediterranean region is central and may provide the basis for strategic cooperation. This includes the preservation of cultural heritage, climate crisis mitigation, post-conflict reconstruction, job creation and innovation in creative industries bringing about economic growth and social cohesion, investments in skills and creative business, and strong regional cooperation among museum, universities and festivals. The EESC highlights that the Pact should build upon the Naples Process for cultural collaboration in Europe and develop joint strategies to protect and enhance culture as a common good for the region and an important tool for EU external relations. Moreover, it supports the launch of a corresponding EU-Mediterranean Cultural Fund. 

Education, training and employment

The EESC emphasises the crucial role of capacity building and civic education to be integrated into formal education systems. It also calls for comprehensive programmes that equip both civil society and local authorities with accountability tools, building on successful initiatives like the Civil Society Facility for the Mediterranean to ensure long-term impact. The EESC highlights the need for modular, multilingual training that is accessible and targets marginalised communities, combining online learning, field mentoring and peer exchanges.

The Mediterranean region faces disproportionally high unemployment rates, especially among women and young people. The high proportion of undeclared work weakens working conditions and social protection. It is imperative that the Pact include horizontal measures for the empowerment of women facilitating their inclusion in the job market and preventing discrimination, harassment and mistreatment of any kind while unleashing their potential through upskilling and training. The measures should also encourage women to take up leading positions in politics, business and the civil sector so that they act as role models.

The EESC calls for cooperation on education under the Pact to extend beyond higher education. It stresses the need for targeted support for youth-focused capacity building and vocational education which reinforce digital skills and literacy, along with training for young people not in employment, education or training (NEETs), women and people with disabilities, ensuring equitable access to opportunities.

The EESC supports investments in digital literacy which take into account the varying needs of different age groups. It also highlights the continued need for implementing recommendations on effective digital transition mechanisms; this includes training initiatives on digital skills, courses in line with the European Training Foundation guidelines on digital literacy in the face of disinformation, and digital infrastructure and cooperation projects run by bodies such as the UfM.

Non-formal education plays a crucial role in the Mediterranean region, particularly for youth development, skill-building, social inclusion and lifelong learning, and so continuous support fort educational activities outside traditional schooling should be provided. 

The EESC stresses the importance of reinforcing current structures in the field of higher education, such as the Mediterranean Universities Union (UNIMED) and the two Euro-Mediterranean universities (in Morocco and Slovenia) and suggests that cooperation should be expanded. The EESC advocates supporting the expansion of UNIMED to all Euro-Mediterranean countries and creating financial tools to assist in this enlargement and support the rotation capacities of students and researchers. Introducing Mediterranean Youth Ambassadors would enhance systematic exchanges between school- and university-level CSOs.

_____________
N.B.:	Annex overleaf.


ANNEX

Selection of relevant EESC opinions: 

1. Conclusions and recommendations of EESC preliminary draft opinion REX/604 (to be adopted by the EESC) on Boosting sustainable growth and quality jobs in Euromed: promoting entrepreneurship and tapping the potential of women and young people

0. The objective of this own-initiative EESC opinion is to map out potential ways to foster entrepreneurship and job creation in the Euromed region, paying specific attention to tapping the potential of women and young people. The aim is to provide input for the development of the Pact for the Mediterranean and to boost more inclusive and resilient growth and overall prosperity across the region.

0. Traditional gender roles and social norms still restrict women’s economic and social participation in many parts of the region. The EESC considers it important to identify and remove gender-related structural obstacles related to education, labour markets, and entrepreneurship. The EESC also calls for awareness to be raised of the benefits of diversity and gender equality in the economy and society, making use of role models and communicating on the achievements of female entrepreneurs. 

0. The EESC highlights that young people could emerge as one of the most valuable assets of the countries of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). To realise their potential, they should be given the opportunity for education and skills development, from basic education to vocational training and higher education, also covering solid entrepreneurial and citizenship skills. More investment is needed in youth mobility and student exchange programmes, including through efficient university cooperation. 

0. Girls and women should be encouraged to study science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) subjects and to acquire skills in digital technologies and financial literacy, to enhance their opportunities for entrepreneurship and leadership. To overcome regional disparities and geographic isolation, the EESC also considers it important to use online and mobile learning to provide people in remote areas with access to education and training.

0. To give young people the prospect of a positive future in the region, it is vital to improve their working opportunities and conditions. The EESC also considers it crucial to enhance the quality of working conditions for women, including by preventing discrimination and harassment. Furthermore, it is vital to unleash their potential for leadership in politics, business, and the third sector.

0. The EESC highlights the urgent need to provide women and young people with the full range of possibilities for entrepreneurship. This requires proper access to finance, together with access to electricity and digital infrastructure, land, water and other natural resources, and legally enabled and secured ownership. Networking and collaboration opportunities, including access to innovation ecosystems and entrepreneurial hubs, also need to be ensured.

0. The EESC stresses the importance of the rule of law, considering that legal certainty and predictability are crucial for running any business in any country. Serious efforts need to be made to advance anti-corruption measures and the implementation of international labour and human rights conventions.

0. Besides new entrepreneurs, established SMEs need a supportive operating environment. The EESC highlights that favourable investment conditions and new trade opportunities to reach wider markets play a central role in helping these enterprises grow and succeed in the Euromed region. To benefit from support measures, SMEs need to be brought out of the ‘grey’, informal sector and be registered as part of the formal economy.

0. In addition, the EESC highlights specific fields with growing potential for entrepreneurship, which should be assessed and promoted in the context of the Mediterranean partnerships. These include, for example, sustainable farming, production of renewable energy and the development of the digital economy, as well as creative sectors, traditional crafts and liberal professions.

0. The EESC stresses the importance of projects promoting market connectivity across the Mediterranean. Renewable energy is a promising field for collaboration that requires the connection of the energy markets and grids across the Mediterranean; therefore, implementation of relevant projects contributing to this should be a priority.

Conclusions and recommendations of EESC opinion SOC/824 on Enhancing legal and organised labour migration to the EU

0. The EESC underlines that the promotion of legal and organised labour migration to the EU and related EU policies and instruments must be based on human rights, the rule of law, the integration of third-country nationals (TCNs) into the labour market and their role in meeting the EU’s labour and skills needs, respect for the EU’s common values and compliance with binding international legal instruments relevant to migration and human and labour rights[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  	IMPROVING HUMAN RIGHTS-BASED GOVERNANCE OF INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION (see page 15).] 


0. The EESC calls for a balanced approach between the EU and the countries of origin (CoOs) in all current and future migration frameworks and stresses the importance of mitigating the risk of brain drain by creating enabling conditions for economic growth and decent jobs in CoOs, including through the role played by the EU’s cohesion policy. The EESC calls for the institutionalised involvement of social partners on both sides, in line with national circumstances and practices, in order to identify opportunities, risks and challenges for domestic labour markets, and for them to become part of a robust monitoring framework for all bilateral labour migration agreements. 

11. The introduction of pre and post-departure training, with social and professional integration and skills development programmes in CoOs accommodating a certain percentage of workers staying in their home countries in order to promote social and economic development, can be an effective way to mitigate the risk of brain drain. Such trainings should be a feature of the EU’s Talent Partnerships (TP) initiative and mobility schemes. The EESC highlights the TP between Italy and Egypt.

11. The EESC calls for increased support for training centres in CoOs to deliver training aligned with labour market needs benefiting domestic and EU labour markets. To ensure sustainable development benefits and avoid ad hoc measures, such trainings should be integrated into national education systems. Recruitment also needs to take into account marginalised groups such as young people not in employment, education or training (NEETs), which can alleviate pressure on CoOs while meeting EU labour market needs effectively.

0. A functioning reintegration system must be part of effective ‘brain circulation’ schemes. Circular migration[footnoteRef:8] programmes have to secure the rights of migrant workers in the countries of destination (CoDs), taking into account the recently revised EU Single Permit Directive. [8:  	Definition of circular migration.] 


0. It is essential to promote equal rights for migrant workers from third countries across all skill levels. Measures should enhance their protection throughout the migration cycle, including accessible pre-departure and post-arrival information, orientation and training, and legal access for complaints and redress. Rights such as freedom of association, collective bargaining and access to healthcare, housing, education and training in the CoD, must be ensured. Employers must also receive adequate information when recruiting TCNs.

0. International skills and mobility partnerships can strengthen domestic labour markets, matching labour supply and demand, transferring skills at all levels and maximising ‘brain gain’, while addressing ‘brain drain’ and increasing competitiveness and growth for CoOs and CoDs.

14. The EESC points out that, at present, a common framework and transparency in the negotiations for the Talent Partnerships[footnoteRef:9] (TPs) is lacking. Subsequently, the EESC calls on the Commission to present an action plan outlining the next steps for the TPs, lessons learned from ongoing and past projects and policies to enhance coherence and facilitate smooth mobility. It also underlines the importance of robust, clear and binding identification, selection and assessment criteria that support human and labour rights in the partner countries for current and future TPs.  [9:  	EC Talent Partnerships.] 


0. The EESC welcomes the Communication on the Union of Skills[footnoteRef:10], especially the launch of Multipurpose Legal Gateway Offices and the commitment to improve recognition of the qualifications of TCNs. The EESC urges the Commission to seize the opportunity to address all skill levels in the proposed presentation of the Visa Strategy and the revision of the Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion.  [10:  	COM(2025) 90 final.] 


0. To ensure that migrant workers are recruited fairly and ethically, procedures should be in line with the ILO General Principles and Operational Guidelines for Fair Recruitment[footnoteRef:11] and the Fair Recruitment Initiative[footnoteRef:12]. The EESC suggests assessing the need to strengthen the due diligence and joint liability mechanisms of private employment and recruitment agencies and notes that members of the World Employment Confederation subscribe to a code of conduct[footnoteRef:13] that promotes ethical and professional standards in employment services. The EESC calls for strong protection for vulnerable groups (e.g. women, young workers, workers with disabilities) and suggests assessing the need for specific measures for fraud-sensitive sectors and sectors with a high risk of labour exploitation. [11:  	ILO General principles and operational guidelines for fair recruitment.]  [12:  	ILO Fair Recruitment Initiative.]  [13:  	World Employment Confederation Code of Conduct.] 


0. The EU needs to mobilise all available labour, while enhancing migration policy to attract and retain skilled workers in a complementary way. The EESC calls for prioritising the activation of the EU’s domestic labour force to meet long-term labour market needs and shortages, focusing on under-mobilised groups such as young people, people with disabilities, women, refugees and migrants, while recognising that in specific cases the interests of companies to fill urgent vacancies with migrant workers must be respected.

Conclusions and recommendations of EESC opinion REX/585 on Water Politics: Empowering Youth, Women, and Indigenous and Local Communities

Following up on the EESC opinion on blue diplomacy[footnoteRef:14], this document zooms in on young people, women, and indigenous and local communities (including migrants and people with disabilities), as these population groups are some of the most vulnerable to water stress. On the other hand, they have a large untapped potential for contributing to sustainable water management, for turning water into an instrument of peace and stability, and, thus, contributing to blue diplomacy. [14:  	OJ C, C/2023/862, 8.12.2023, ELI: http://data.europa.eu/eli/C/2023/862/oj.] 


Inspired by the call for a global Europe that leverages the power of partnerships[footnoteRef:15] and welcoming the appointment of EU Commissioner for Environment, Water Resilience and a Competitive Circular Economy, the EESC calls on the EU to pay due attention to these groups in its external relations and international cooperation and suggests a lighthouse partnership programme for addressing how to empower them in an integrated manner, as described in greater detail in point 4.4 below. [15:  	Ms von der Leyen Political Guidelines, July 2024.] 


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. New technologies coupled with indigenous knowledge – used and applied in a respectful manner – and adequate focused funding are necessary enablers of empowerment, while international human rights, labour, anti-corruption and environmental conventions provide the legal framework for this. Information campaigns on water issues also contribute to empowerment.

Youth empowerment requires a positive outlook for the future in terms of education and employment, starting from primary education, and extending to vocational training and higher education. Besides water-related competences, 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[footnoteRef:16]. In some communities, such as indigenous ones, young people are tasked with leadership by their communities and lessons can be drawn from their experience. [16:  	For example, European Citizens’ Initiative for a Water-Smart and Resilient Europe: https://citizens-initiative.europa.eu/initiatives/details/2024/000010_en.] 


Proper WASH services are fundamental for women’s empowerment, considering that in most of the heavily water-stressed areas, women and young girls are burdened with finding solutions at the expense of their education, training, employment opportunities and personal development. 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. To enable women’s entrepreneurship, it is necessary to provide equal access to infrastructure, land and finance and to establish corruption-free business conditions. Women should also be encouraged and supported to hold leading positions in politics and business, and in any organisations contributing to water management and blue diplomacy.

Concrete platforms for meaningful dialogue between indigenous groups and national or local governments are necessary, alongside a more proactive, systematic involvement of indigenous people in international cooperation processes. 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[footnoteRef:17]. [17:  	UWASNET in Uganda is a good example - https://uwasnet.org/.] 


Blue and digital technologies are instrumental for improving water management and access to clean water and sanitation. Due to the critical nature of – and interconnections between – water, energy and digital systems, infrastructure needs to be developed in its entirety. Source protection, wetlands preservation[footnoteRef:18], prevention and control of pollution, and bio-contamination are vital for sustainable water management. Many indigenous groups, continue to apply strong ethics of water stewardship and their engagement is critical for meeting growing water challenges. [18:  	The Convention on Wetlands, created in 1971 and joined by 172 countries across the world, also contributes to vulnerable groups empowerment: https://www.ramsar.org/news/empowering-women-restoring-wetlands-go-hand-hand.] 


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. It is important to exchange good practices and to provide incentives for donors’ programs to stay in the water sector, and to also encompass rivers, lakes and other wetland ecosystems, as these are critical water resources. It is also necessary to map and monitor the use of funds and to ensure that funding is effective and supports the empowerment of vulnerable groups.

Conclusions and recommendations of REX/583 on Youth Involvement in social and civil dialogue in the Mediterranean region

This opinion was drawn up together with youth representatives. The EESC recommends involving young people in all stages of the policy-making process, from decision-making to the implementation and evaluation of policies. It is vital to implement robust monitoring, feedback and accountability mechanisms at all stages.

Social and civil dialogue processes are a cornerstone of democratic participation. However, civil society organisations (CSOs), youth groups, employers’ and workers’ organisations face difficulties in effectively taking part in decision-making processes. Freedom of association, freedom of speech and, more generally, the capacity for entities representing workers and civil society to defend their rights and express their demands are limited in many MENA[footnoteRef:19] countries. There is a need to support democratic processes that go beyond elections, creating meaningful participatory mechanisms characterised by civic freedom, transparency, accessibility to information and opportunities for all.  [19: 	Middle East and North Africa.] 


The experiences and circumstances of young people and youth-led organisations in the MENA region vary greatly. Mono-dimensional definitions of youth must be discarded by recognising the specific features of various youth groups and adopting an intersectional approach to avoid overlooking the geographical and socio-political diversity of young people.

The socio-economic situation of young people in the Mediterranean region (henceforth referred to as ‘the region’) is characterised by high levels of unemployment, atypical and informal employment, as well as low wages, a lack of quality jobs and high shares of youth who are not in employment, education or training (NEETs). The EESC emphasises the necessity to reform both the labour market and the education systems to address those issues.

Groups coming from vulnerable backgrounds face additional challenges in terms of representation, access to opportunities, the labour market and other areas. The EESC stresses the need to design support programmes that reach out to these groups.

The EESC notes that education systems should more strongly promote civic engagement through participatory processes and create supportive ecosystems for the acquisition of appropriate skill sets (e.g. political and digital literacy) enabling young people to engage confidently in institutional processes. Civil society and social partner organisations should further support young people by providing capacity-building workshops, making it easier for them to connect with resources and opportunities for involvement.

Adequate research on youth is an important prerequisite for identifying challenges and including their interests in participatory processes, for which relevant data is needed. The EESC underlines the importance of research activities focusing on young people’s involvement in the labour market, education, participatory processes and community life. Cooperation between educational institutions, academia, the business sector and CSOs including social partners must be strengthened, putting the active involvement of young people at the centre.

Countries in the region are often characterised by an absence of sufficient frameworks for an effective social dialogue. The EESC emphasises the necessity to reinforce tripartite and bipartite social dialogue, particularly through the comprehensive implementation of the pivotal ILO Conventions on social dialogue.

The EESC underlines the benefits of youth action plans, which could serve as roadmaps, with specific actions and tools for more inclusive organisational frameworks for youth participation in social partner organisations. Encouraging young workers to take part in collective bargaining and establishing youth-oriented representative structures at company level is an effective way of structurally embedding youth participation in social dialogue structures. The EESC highlights the Youth Trust Councils (YTC) in Austria.

The EESC calls on the European Commission to support a third phase of the SOLiD[footnoteRef:20] project to ensure that the instruments developed are sustainably implemented. Moreover, this phase should be used to draw up a Youth Charter analogous to the existing Women’s Charter, while also examining the establishment of youth-focused consultative mechanisms. [20: 	https://solidmed.eu/en.] 


Civil dialogue should become more inclusive by engaging diverse groups – including women, minorities and vulnerable communities –through targeted financial support, as well as through more effective and interactive dialogue mechanisms facilitated by professional moderators and co-designed in collaboration with young people.

The representation of youth organisations and youth councils in discussions with state authorities should be increased by recognising youth workers as key players in consultation processes and providing them with the necessary space and resources to contribute effectively. It is important to develop youth strategies that strengthen the legitimacy of youth involvement in civil dialogue, establish youth councils in countries where they do not exist, and increase youth budgets at all territorial levels, especially at the local level.

Transparency and equal opportunities in civil dialogue should be prioritised by establishing clear selection criteria for youth participants and ensuring that both recognised youth associations and grassroots movements have a fair chance to engage. It is crucial to develop common standards and a comprehensive regulatory framework that includes dedicated support structures, such as teams and contact points, to ensure that youth involvement in dialogue processes is organised and consistent.

Youth-led structures must become more interconnected to foster regional cooperation and ensure a greater exchange of ideas and opportunities among heterogeneous groups. The EESC calls on public institutions to secure funding for the support of regional youth networks and youth spaces. Complementarily, it is important to strengthen youth organisations’ involvement in the EU’s external relations by promoting cooperation with EU delegations and by streamlining visa application procedures for young people in mobility programmes.



Conclusions and recommendations of REX/555 on Energy policies and strategies in the Euro-Mediterranean region

The EESC considers that the Mediterranean region will be disproportionally affected by climate change. As the energy sector is the largest contributor to greenhouse gas emissions, the energy transition to zero carbon is of key importance.

The EESC underlines that the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean countries are not moving towards decarbonization at the same speed as the EU. The EU Green Deal could serve as inspiration and foster cooperation between the Northern and Southern shore of the Mediterranean.

The EESC reminds that the Mediterranean is endowed with significant renewable energy sources, especially regarding solar and wind power. These sources represent unparalleled opportunities for energy security and cooperation across the region.

The EESC stresses that the shifting from fossil-based energy to renewable energy has geographical, economic and social consequences that should be mitigated by the European Union.

The EESC insists that energy interconnections are crucial for developing and integrated energy system in the Euro-Mediterranean region, given the energy complementarities between the North and the South.

The EESC estimates that micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises could constitute an essential part of a new European energy strategy for the Euro-Mediterranean region.

Conclusions and recommendations of REX/549 on Digital transition in the Euro-Mediterranean region

0. The digital transition is revolutionising every aspect of life with significant gains in terms of efficiency and enabling users to achieve more fulfilling lives. It is regarded as a pillar of resilience in the post-COVID-19 period, and has accelerated exponentially since the beginning of the pandemic, notably with the EU's actions in the digital field which the COVID-19 mitigation strategy has shown to be effective. 

0. The benefits of digitalisation are well-known in specific sectors such as e-education, e-health, e‑government, agri-business, e-justice and e-banking. Many governments in the Mediterranean region are promoting these sectors, but the effort is not homogeneous across the region and may lead to an even deeper digital divide among countries. Provision of infrastructure to support these technologies is therefore crucial.

0. The digital divide in terms of access and usage exists not only between different Mediterranean countries, but also within countries in the region, with rural and remote areas, informal workers, women and the elderly worsen off. Thus in order not to exacerbate existing inequalities, efforts to close the digital gap are essential both at the regional and national level.

0. Digital connectivity is becoming a right for every human being. The UN Secretary-General's Roadmap for Digital Cooperation has already produced a set of targets for 2030. In contrast, the "right to disconnect" is a debated issue and a reality in a number of European countries.

0. Digital skills are essential and therefore should be integrated into the training programmes aimed at young people in the region, given the very high youth unemployment rates. An effective labour market policy in the region will aim to make young people not only technology users but also technology producers. Both employment and entrepreneurship in this field are very promising career paths. 

0. A solid legal framework is necessary to protect users from digital risks such as cybersecurity attacks, and to ensure data protection mechanisms respect human rights on digital privacy. The cyber security index provided by the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) measures the commitment of countries to cybersecurity at a global level. The index shows, in general, higher security levels in the northern Mediterranean region, whereas Egypt outperforms among the southern Mediterranean countries. 

0. It is also needed to ensure a fair and competitive digital market in light of digital giants. There is a significant gap within the digital legal framework of the countries in the northern and southern Mediterranean. One can highlight the lack of an independent authority in charge of promoting the digital transition in the southern Mediterranean region. 

0. The EESC explicitly emphasises that the UN Human Rights Conventions and the ILO Core Conventions must be ambitiously implemented in all states of the Mediterranean region so that the digital transition can genuinely contribute to prosperous ecological, economic and social development.

Conclusions and recommendations of REX/548 on Cultural diplomacy as a vector of EU external relations. New partnerships and role of CSO

Culture is inclusive. Culture is a form of capital that enables us to illuminate both our path in Europe and the image we project across the world. At a time when war has returned to the European continent, with devastating destruction, tearing apart human lives and places, we need cultural relations to be more than ever a tool for dialogue, peace and the future. Making it a key and strategic vehicle of the European Union's foreign policy, as repeatedly called for in many documents and important initiatives over the last 17 years, must now become a real priority.

On the basis of the European Commission's 2016 communication, the many decisions and guidelines of the Council and the recommendations of the European Parliament, it is now time to adopt a fully-fledged multiannual strategic action plan which, under the coordination of the EU External Action Service, will create real synergy with the different policies and structures of the European Commission and the Member States, and provide a platform for effective interconnection with wider entities in terms of both the territorial authorities involved and the many private and institutional players, which are already productively engaged. A plan backed up by the necessary funding.

In the meantime, action needs to be stepped up immediately to protect, restore and rebuild heritage in areas hit by natural disasters, crises and conflicts, increasing the training of local players and the capacity-building of local institutions and civil society organisations. More ambitious measures should be undertaken in the field of the creative industries. Significant pilot projects should be launched in areas such as the Western Balkans, the Mediterranean and the Middle East, Africa and Ukraine.

A mapping exercise is also needed, covering the wide range of actions and initiatives already in place led by the European institutions and organisations, individual States, and the many civil society organisations in the Member States, as well as those established by the various international partnerships, with a view to creating an EU platform for international cultural relations.

A significant dedicated structure within the EEAS is needed, centred around an "EU Special Envoy for Cultural Relations", which would develop an overall political direction, be equipped with the necessary budget and be capable of networking with the Member States and different organisations, as well as providing instruments and small-scale financial allocations to the EU delegations, for developing initiatives in their respective countries.

Conclusions and recommendations of REX/538 on Trade relations between the EU and its Southern Mediterranean partners and their potential impact on sustainable development (information report)

0. The EESC highlights the potential of Euro-Mediterranean trade to contribute to sustainable development in the Euro-Mediterranean area and consequently encourages and supports the modernisation and extension of the bilateral Free Trade Agreements included in the eight Euro-Mediterranean Association Agreements. The EESC considers that the post-COVID-19 recovery provides a momentum for such a modernisation, especially as regards capitalising on the potential benefits of a reconfiguration of global value chains in favour of the Euro-Mediterranean area and in line with the new EU trade policy. In that context, the EESC thinks that a fresh impetus is necessary to relaunch the negotiations on Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreements (DCFTAs) with Morocco and Tunisia, as well as discussions with Egypt and Jordan.

0. The EESC stresses that, as a matter of priority, this modernisation should include ambitious Trade and Sustainable Development (TSD) chapters to strengthen the commitments of the parties regarding the protection of the environment, human rights, labour rights and conditions, as well as consumer interests. In particular, the most disadvantaged and discriminated groups must be safeguarded: women, children, LGBTIQ+ people, ethnic and religious minorities, disabled people, asylum seekers, and persons who migrate. Human rights clauses should appear in all trade agreements with the Euro-Mediterranean countries guaranteeing respect for core ILO conventions. Nonetheless, further efforts should be made to combat human trafficking and to abolish the death penalty.

0. Considering the strong negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on socio-economic and sustainable development, as well as the decline of trade as a consequence of the pandemic in the Euro-Mediterranean area and its subsequent impact on businesses, households and food security, the EESC believes that action is required to reinvigorate Euro-Mediterranean trade, discourage resurgent protectionist tendencies and remove restrictive trade barriers that can impact sustainable development in the Euro-Mediterranean area. The EESC stresses the need to support a sustainable post-COVID-19 recovery in the Euro-Mediterranean area with an appropriate trade policy that fosters green growth and the digital transition as the pillars of such a recovery. It also suggests integrating the current EU approach, facilitating the export of COVID-19 vaccines as a fundamental component of this post-COVID-19 trade policy towards the Southern Neighbourhood. 

0. The EESC considers that the consultation and inclusion of organised civil society and the social partners in trade policymaking, implementation and monitoring in the Euro-Mediterranean area is crucial to ensure that the trade provisions of the Association Agreements incorporate and pursue strong commitments to human rights and standards, labour and environmental rights, as well as their full implementation. In that regard, the EESC stresses the importance of establishing Domestic Advisory Groups (DAGs) to empower civil society in Southern Mediterranean partner countries, and of providing them with the necessary resources to fulfil their mandate. These consultations should pay particular attention to the concerns of MSMEs when negotiating future trade deals, as they will need to be supported in the area of the digital and green transitions.

0. The EESC considers that the involvement of civil society in shaping, monitoring and evaluating the implementation of FTAs is crucial when putting forward sustainability issues, notably through the Domestic Advisory Groups, with an extended mandate on all aspects of FTAs, especially on human rights, labour and environmental standards and rights, as well as consumer interests. Accordingly, the EESC points to the emphasis placed by the Joint Communication on a Renewed partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood – A new Agenda for the Mediterranean on the essential role played by trade unions and business organisations in the design of policies and social dialogue, and the need to support and promote them so that they can carry out their work in the best possible conditions.

Conclusions of REX/537 on COVID-19: The role of civil society in the reconstruction and resilience of the Euro-Mediterranean region

Civil society worldwide responded immediately to the pandemic, working on the front line and providing assistance and help to the population. In the Euro-Mediterranean area, too, the role of civil society has been crucial in mitigating the adverse effects of COVID-19.

Civil society organisations in the Euro-Mediterranean region have backed up government action by providing essential services and healthcare; they have distributed personal protective equipment and helped to disseminate vital information, especially in remote areas. Their work has also been of paramount importance in cushioning the impact of the pandemic on the most vulnerable sections of society, such as women, young people, immigrants and those with disabilities. 

Civil society's active involvement has buttressed solidarity in the Euro-Mediterranean region; many civil society organisations in the Southern Neighbourhood have played a part in setting up civic solidarity groups, experimenting with innovative methodologies and stepping up their online information and coordination work.

The EESC firmly believes that a fair and equitable economic and social recovery is only possible through the involvement of the social partners and civil society organisations, the private sector and, in particular, SMEs. The recovery of the Mediterranean area and the development of sustainable and resilient socio-economic models must be guided by principles such as respect for the rule of law, the protection of democratic values and social and human rights, the implementation of ILO core conventions, and a shared commitment to attaining the sustainable development and climate neutrality goals.

The EESC welcomes the adoption of the new Agenda for the Mediterranean and underscores the need for all measures in support of the recovery to serve the dual aims of development and improving the quality of life of the region's people.

A number of social, political, environmental, geopolitical and immigration challenges are currently concentrated in the Mediterranean that are key challenges not just for Europe but for the world as a whole. The EESC believes that the area's growing multidimensional challenges can only be grappled with through renewed and effective multilateralism supported by the European Union.

The impact of climate change is also affecting the Mediterranean area in the form of desertification, water scarcity and rising temperatures. The current crisis has cast into relief the need to strengthen common resilience and open up new cooperation initiatives on the environment and digitalisation. The EESC considers it useful, not least given the increasing civil society awareness and through greater stakeholder participation, to extend and reinforce initiatives such as WestMED so that they help achieve the climate and environment goals through blue economy models targeting job creation and the protection of the ecosystem and diversity.

Ten years on from the Arab Spring, the European Union has renewed its cooperation strategy with its Mediterranean neighbourhood. In this connection, the EESC sees the new Agenda for the Mediterranean as a key instrument for the social and economic recovery of the region following the COVID-19 crisis. The renewed partnership commitment must be tightly bound not only to economic and social challenges, but also to environmental, demographic and immigration ones, while fully respecting the Union's progress and founding values. The situation of health systems has proven fragile in many parts of the region, and the pandemic crisis is an important test that could also impinge on political stability.

The Mediterranean area's recovery and reconstruction programmes should put particular weight on the swift recovery of the tourism sector and especially of small- and medium-sized enterprises that employ more than half of the employees in the EU. A lingering impact of the crisis, including structural unemployment – especially of the young and women – would have serious social consequences.

The development of the human capital of the workforce is particularly important for the sustainable development of the EU's Mediterranean partners. Especially in the tourism sector, staff training should be promoted. Moreover, the EESC notes that the problem of the "brain drain" from the southern partner countries to the highly developed industrialised countries is a major obstacle, particularly to the digital transformation of their economies. The Member States of the European Union should therefore facilitate short- and medium-term work permits in the EU for both self-employed workers and employees, especially in the IT sector. Furthermore, the Commission should support the implementation of digital projects in partner countries so that IT technicians in particular find good employment opportunities in their home countries.

The EU will make use of existing cooperation instruments and programmes to strengthen its dialogue with the Southern Neighbourhood. The European Economic and Social Committee recommends the broadest possible involvement of civil society organisations, through inclusive social and civil dialogue at all levels that takes into account the specific characteristics and roles of the various players involved and that emphasises their contribution to the design and implementation of the policies and measures needed to manage the impact of the current changes and crises, starting with the effects of climate change.

It is estimated that many countries in the Southern Neighbourhood will experience a fall in GDP per capita and have major challenges in confronting the growing social, economic and poverty risks. Economic and financial reconstruction plans are therefore needed, with measures in them that can also address the problems accounting for growing social insecurity.

The economic recovery of many countries in the Mediterranean neighbourhood very much hinges on the effectiveness of a proper vaccination campaign, and the EESC accordingly recommends the strengthening of COVAX, and the maximum logistical and supply support from the European institutions, also through bilateral agreements. The EESC stresses that it is particularly important to support partner countries south of the Mediterranean in establishing self-determined production facilities for vaccines and medical products in their countries. In this context, it reiterates its call for the release of patents on vaccines and medical products to combat pandemics to be seriously discussed.

The EESC believes that the active involvement of civil society in the post-COVID-19 recovery will be instrumental in reaching goals such as improving people's quality of life and developing a new model of sustainable development. It therefore calls on the European institutions, using the partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood, to further strengthen all instruments for involving civil society organisations.

Civil society organisations have been at the vanguard of supporting the health and social response to the pandemic and their hands-on involvement has helped palliate the social and health fallout on the population. However, as the EESC has already pointed out, their ability to respond to society's needs is shaped by the reality that resources are often limited and can fluctuate. The EESC is convinced of the need to strengthen support mechanisms for civil society organisations, partly so as to better protect the most vulnerable groups afflicted particularly badly by the pandemic, such as young people, women, migrants and people with disabilities.

The EESC calls for further action by the European institutions in support of peace, democracies and respect for human rights in conflict areas in the Mediterranean neighbourhood. The conditions experienced by the populations in conflict areas have further deteriorated because of the pandemic and vigorous efforts are required to ensure a complete peace plan.

In view of the certainly difficult recovery from the pandemic crisis, the ongoing trade negotiations between the EU and Morocco and Tunisia, as well as the upcoming negotiations with Jordan, are becoming more important. The EU should take greater account of existing asymmetries and adequately accommodate its southern trading partners. The EESC calls for better involvement of civil society organisations and social partners in the negotiation processes and for a formal anchoring in the Treaties to enable them to make positive contributions to the trade relations between the partner countries, in particular, to ensure the implementation of the mandatory sustainability chapters of the upcoming trade agreements.

In addition, the EESC suggests that the CSOs and social partners be given responsibility not only for the sustainability chapters but also for the entire scope of trade and investment agreements as part of their formally structured involvement.

The EESC reiterates its view that the EU should target part of its Aid for Trade funds to support CSO participation and capacity building in sustainable trade and investment efforts.

The EESC has already called in the past for digital skills to be bolstered on both sides of the Mediterranean. Following the adoption of the new strategy for the Mediterranean and with a view to post-pandemic reconstruction, the EESC points to the need to boost investment in digital infrastructure and support the digital transformation of SMEs as drivers of employment and social development, including through the involvement of the social partners, acknowledging the potential of collective bargaining and social dialogue at the various levels.

Conclusions and recommendations of REX/526 on Sustainable development in the Mediterranean region (information report)

The Fifth Assessment Report from the International Panel on Climate Change (IPPC, 2013) highlights the Mediterranean as one of the most vulnerable regions in the world to the impacts of global warming. Southern Mediterranean countries suffer from high unemployment rates, especially among young people and women. Significant differences in development levels and standard of living between countries, together with conflicts in the region, which already have a negative impact on lives and development, emphasise challenges to the sustainable future of the Mediterranean area. New challenges are arising from COVID-19, mainly concerning the economic and social situation. Sustainable development and the implementation of green economy policies are therefore important for the region to drive sustained and equitable socio-economic development. 

The green economy and sustainable development are recognised as priorities in many Mediterranean countries. However, knowledge, capacities, resources and will from most decision makers are insufficient to enable their practical implementation and much more needs to be done to enhance integrated rather than sectoral policies. There is also an urgent need to create the right conditions for a sustainable blue economy and effective sea governance. 

The Mediterranean region is very diverse. Investing in human capital is essential for the sustainable development of countries. Such investment also contributes to stability, security and peace – major preconditions for sustainable development as stipulated by SDG target 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions). Youth education and training are a major challenge and represent a strong instrument to resist divisions and prevent radicalisation. Equal rights and opportunities for women should be guaranteed as a contribution to inclusive development and equal access to the world of work. COVID-19 induced poverty is an additional burden with a still unclear level of impact on development. 

The transition to a low-carbon energy and resource-efficient economy could have a profound effect not only on the climate but will also have benefits for health, education, gender and deforestation. This creates the need for a "just transition" that takes into account the social impact on workers and communities of transitioning to a low-carbon economy. The EESC points to the importance of nurturing entrepreneurial attitudes and digital skills. The effort should be collective and include companies, national governments and a range of stakeholders. The economic crisis triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic has shown how important it is to have local production that society can rely on.

Precautions and physical distancing have intensively affected the way education is delivered, pointing to the inevitability of using modern technologies. Many students do not have the means to pay for an internet subscription or purchase laptops, so necessary resources to students in need in order to guarantee a successful online learning experience should be provided by ministries of education or through other channels. 

Public infrastructure and public services should be preserved, as they have proven to be the most vital in this crisis. Also, the role of CSOs and many volunteers in helping people, vulnerable groups and communities in need should be recognised by decision-makers. The post-pandemic economic recovery must be environmentally and socially acceptable to respond to a much deeper, climate crisis. 

Strengthening governance and development of relevant policies both play an important role in the achievement of many of the SDGs. Implementation of the 2030 Agenda requires an integrated approach rather than goal-by-goal or target-by-target efforts.

The 2030 Agenda is a universal, collective responsibility that covers all levels. To address policy challenges in a complex and interconnected world, policy coherence will be an important element to reconcile and deliver economic, social and environmental transformations needed to achieve SDGs. Integrated and coherent policies, supported by strong institutional mechanisms, can contribute to the transformation towards sustainable societies. 

"Leave no one behind" is a core principle of the SDGs – equity, human rights and gender equality are central to all the goals. Governments must ensure an enabling environment in which civil society engagement is possible and in which it can operate freely. 

Culture constitutes another important aspect of sustainable development as mentioned in SDG target 4.7 (culture's contribution to sustainable development) or target 11.4 (need to safeguard the world's cultural and natural heritage).

In the process of transformation, there are risks, but also exceptional opportunities. It is important to link business opportunities with the development of sustainable solutions. Some priority areas are: climate change prevention, climate change adaptation, the circular economy, pollution prevention, sustainable use of water and marine resources, and healthy ecosystems.

Solidarity, the fight against inequality, a just society and protection of human rights should be high on the agenda of governments, as this is the only way that democratic and prosperous societies can be built in which young people will remain. The role of civil society as an implementer makes civic space essential to achieving the 2030 Agenda through a bottom-up approach.

Regional cooperation, information exchange and policy coherence are fundamental and critical for achieving SDGs. This regional cooperation within the Mediterranean region should include the development of clean fuels like hydrogen. Greater efforts are needed to leverage private finance to implement the SDGs, mainly by creating a proactive business environment, under the rule of law and political stability. Assistance for eastern and southern countries should be provided through EU development aid and programmes, both bilateral and regional, in order to address climate and environmental challenges, pressure on resources (with a focus on the pressure on water resources), inequalities and to strengthen governance, fight against corruption and ensure freedom of the media.
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