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Agenda item 16

Resolution on the European Economic and Social Committee’s contribution to the 2026 European Commission’s work programme
 




The EESC president, Oliver Röpke, asked the Committee to turn to agenda item 16, a debate on the Resolution on the European Economic and Social Committee’s contribution to the 2026 European Commission’s work programme. 

Oliver Röpke emphasised the significance of the EESC's contribution to the Commission work programme, especially in the context of the European Commission's new strategic cycle and the recently adopted European Council strategic Agenda 2024 to 2029. The contribution therefore focused on the Commission's priorities for the new term but also included the EESC's main initiatives and main demands for the next strategic cycle.

Mr Röpke gave the floor to the three rapporteurs: Christa Schweng, María del Carmen Barrera Chamorro and Krzysztof Balon. 

Christa Schweng (AUT-I) explained that the structure of the resolution was different this year. It is more concise and presented in bullet points clustered according to the political guidelines for the Commission's 2024-2029 term. She highlighted that the most important point for her was that the EESC called for a new approach on competitiveness that integrates industrial policy, climate ambition and geopolitical strategy in order to maintain the EU's position in the world. Ms Schweng stressed that this required strong emphasis on investment, fostering innovation and promoting vision while ensuring that economic growth was sustainable, socially inclusive and resilient. She argued that competitiveness and economic growth must go hand in hand with social inclusion. She went on to say that resilient industrial policy must prioritise innovation, the green and digital position and the Union of Skills, while advancing lifelong learning and quality jobs. The social solidarity economy must be supported as a driver for equity and cohesion. As defence readiness had become crucial in the new security environment, it must become a common priority while remaining rooted in rights, transparency and the rule of law. Ms Schweng also stressed that investment in research, skills development and strategic sectors must be at the core of this industrial policy to ensure industrial resilience and long-term economic growth. 

María del Carmen Barrera Chamorro (ES-II) stressed that artificial intelligence should remain human‑centred and should not contribute to job markets precarity. She also argued for fair transition with a focus on workers and social conditionality in transition plans and in firms. Ms Barrera Chamorro called for more equality and for eradication of gender violence in the workspace. She also stressed that the Commission must take account of pensions and the salaries gap and how they affect policy decisions. Support from the EU institutions is essential to strengthen democracy in the workplace through collective bargaining and the full application of workers' rights. The institutions must support collective bargaining at all levels providing financial support to develop the role of the social partners. Finally, she said that the next MFF should incorporate the social dimension and focus on priorities for investment. 

Krzysztof Balon (PL-III) summarised the most important points: (1) social partners and civil society organisations should be able to shape critical infrastructure for societal resilience and the EESC's contribution to this work programme should and must be recognised and protected throughout all the crises that the EU is facing now; (2) the EU should implement an anti-poverty strategy for eradicating extreme poverty and addressing housing, energy and mobility poverty. However, it must also explicitly recognise the link between persistent poverty and democratic exclusion. In short, the anti-poverty strategy must link poverty eradication to strengthening democracy; and finally (3) the EU enlargement process should continue into 2026. Of course, in the direction of peace, prosperity and democracy. However Ukraine should play key role, as its democratic resilience under aggression exemplifies the defence of Europe and our common values. 

Oliver Röpke thanked the rapporteurs and opened a general debate. 

Cinzia del Rio (IT-II) noted that the Commission work programme must be based on a new concept of competitiveness that considered its social dimension – the European social model, which was rooted in the implementation of the European social pillar and included economic, social and territorial cohesion among its priorities, with an overall strategic comprehensive approach, including the ongoing negotiations on the multiannual financial framework. She said that the increase in defence spending must not result in holding back of important resources for public investments. She also believed that the EU needed measures to accompany the processes of industrial and digital transition and transformation with specific instruments, including innovative financial instruments to support workers in corporate crisis situations. Ms del Rio concluded that regulatory simplification must not lead to deregulation or denial of protection and rights or be allowed to undermine the social and environmental goals of the European agenda. 

Corina Andrea Murafa Benga (RO-III) said that, in its next work programme, the Commission must accelerate key programmes such as the Net Zero Industry Act, Horizon Europe and the European Competitive Fund. These programmes are essential to build a new European model of competitiveness that aligns industrial policy, climate ambition and geopolitical strategy. She also urged the Commission to take concrete actions on the subject of energy poverty. Finally, she said that she firmly supported the creation of a European Just Transition Observatory to reveal in which regions the transition was ineffective and where the national monitoring frameworks for the Just Transition either did not exist or were completely ineffective She therefore called for a European solution to this. 

Sandra Parthie (DE-I) said that the EESC must stand united behind an agenda that aims to achieve EU global competitiveness, including new global partnerships and trade agreements – one that fosters innovation and investment in skills and upholds our model of a democratic social market economy. The next work programme must simultaneously fund the competitiveness compass, increase the defence spending, the reconstruction of Ukraine, infrastructure and social policy‑related initiatives. To cover all these needs, the EU has to become more attractive for private investors by cutting red tape, making business simpler, creating an integrated capital market and addressing the regulatory burden faced by SMEs. This will enable it to deliver prosperity for EU citizens and a properly functioning single market, which will be critical for the EU to remain a globally relevant actor. 

Dirk Bergrath (DE-II) stressed that the resolution managed to highlight the fact that the transformation of EU economies, decarbonisation, digitalisation and strengthening resilience was pioneering in terms of the importance of the technology sector, competitiveness and supply chains. At the same time, the EU needs strong social infrastructure to accompany that process and social dialogue is constantly necessary, strengthening collective bargaining as well as making sure that workers' conditions are respected. Mr Bergrath stressed that it was the ongoing responsibility of the EESC to make sure that this is represented within the Commission's work programme.

Elena-Alexandra Calistru (RO-III) said that the resolution correctly identified the fact that civil society is critical infrastructure for societal resilience. However, Ms Calistru stressed that we need critical infrastructure, economic development and development of other areas identified as being critical for the upcoming years. Ms Calistru also emphasised issues such as macroeconomic stability and investment frameworks, which are not only about public funding, but also about private capital that needs to be attractive. However, she argued that the EU has an advantage when it comes to human capital, which should be leveraged to attract more labour.

Manuel García Salgado (ES-II) believed that the EU should focus on civil society and on people in its programme, as they are essential to its integration. To this end, more participation in Europe and civil dialogue are needed. Mr Salgado said that the transition to a clean and sustainable industry must be completed gradually, using a different, inclusive model that secures the participation of workers and respects diversity. 

Pietro Francesco De Lotto (IT-I) called for unity among European institutions, Member States and social partners to achieve shared economic and social development goals. He said that development cannot occur without growth and pointed out missed opportunities, such as the lack of a unified EU financial and banking market and an internal energy market, which had contributed to rising energy costs. Mr De Lotto stressed the urgent need to achieve strategic and technological autonomy and called for a shift from saving to investment to retain knowledge and expertise in Europe.

Arnaud Schwartz (FR-III) emphasised the need for global consistency and called on the European Commission to fully integrate this into its work while striving for greater competitiveness in a globalised economy. He stressed that we must not forget our dependence on nature, with over half of GDP and most jobs linked to natural systems. He highlighted the importance of conservation, climate action and reducing pollution, noting that these goals are compatible with competitiveness if properly integrated into the EU’s external actions. As the voice of organised civil society, the EESC must become more effective, especially in how it reports and communicates its adopted opinions to policymakers. 

Antje Sabine Gerstein (DE-I) welcomed the resolution, noting its timeliness given the rapidly changing global context and the emphasis placed on the importance of industrial policy and competitiveness as key starting points. The single market, described as the heart of the EU, must be strengthened. Reference was made to the European Commission’s communication on the ‘Terrible Ten’ barriers in the single market. Ms Gernstein stressed the need to address these issues to ensure the single market remains the largest and best-functioning in the world. Simplification of rules and a clearer regulatory framework for private investors were highlighted as essential to this effort. 

Konstantinos Diamantouros (EL-I) stressed the urgent need to support energy-intensive industries to help them benefit from decarbonisation efforts, as highlighted in the resolution. Over the past five years, more than 800 000 industrial jobs had been lost, which illustrates the severity of the situation. With the Commission set to publish its new state aid framework next week, Mr Diamantouros hoped that it would meet the challenge. Europe must decarbonise without deindustrialising, preserving both environmental goals and industrial competitiveness. 

Ioannis Vardakastanis (EL-III) thanked the rapporteurs for their understanding in addressing the missing chapter on economic and cohesion policy. He also pointed out that while the topic of capital markets and the Capital Markets Union had been raised by other speakers and had been proposed by ECO, it had ultimately not been accepted. 

Christa Schweng (AUT-I) said that negotiations had required significant compromise among all three groups, and thanked colleagues for their collaborative efforts. Special thanks were extended to the secretariat and advisors for their substantial contributions. Ms Schweng urged members to support the resolution, noting that its timely adoption would increase the likelihood that these points would be reflected in Commission President Ursula von der Leyen’s upcoming State of the Union address. 

María del Carmen Barrera Chamorro (ES-II) thanked all who had contributed to the debate, including colleagues, advisors and the administration. She noted that the resolution could have been even more ambitious were it not for the limits on character count. Special thanks were extended to her colleague, Manuel García Salgado, for using Catalan and Galician – Spain’s co-official languages – and to the Committee and the president for supporting linguistic diversity. She highlighted this as a meaningful step forward for language recognition in the EU. 

Krzysztof Balon (PL-III) thanked colleagues for their broad support for the resolution, noting that only limited time had been available to address all contributions. The contributions emphasised the link between climate policy and energy poverty and underlined the importance of human capital as Europe’s greatest asset. Mr Balon hoped that the resolution would be adopted unanimously and thus send a strong message to the European Commission. He urged the Commission to integrate as much of the resolution as possible into its upcoming work programme and thanked everyone for their support.

Oliver Röpke expressed his sincere thanks to the three rapporteurs for this strong resolution and thanked the advisors for their contribution. He believed that the resolution was a call to action and hoped very much that this would be duly reflected in the forthcoming Commission's work programme. 
_____________
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