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	Introduction
The Commission welcomes the Committee’s own-initiative opinion on the importance of institutionalising civil and social dialogue in EU candidate and partner countries.
The Commission stresses that an independent and vibrant civil society is essential for democracy, the protection of fundamental rights and freedoms, and the fight against rising extremist movements that challenge EU values. Civil and social dialogue are fundamental pillars of the European model of participatory governance.  The Commission agrees with the EESC on the importance of institutionalising civil and social dialogue also in EU candidate and partner countries.
Conclusions and Recommendations
The Commission takes note of the conclusions and recommendations of the EESC opinion. The civil and social dialogue remains fragmented in the enlargement countries and, in some instances, lacks institutional regulation, affects their capacity to develop coherent and inclusive public policies, reforms and inclusive convergence towards the EU single market. The Commission also takes note of the high relevance of institutionalisation of civil and social dialogue as a key driver not only of social and democratic progress, but also of economic performance, and of the relevance of the European pre-accession funds in supporting the development of a vibrant civil society and civic dialogue in the enlargement countries.
In this context, the Commission through the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance and the Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI)-Global Europe instrument supports the creation of a conducive environment for civil society organisations in the enlargement countries; promotes the establishment of a dialogue between civil society and public authorities; and builds capacity of civil society organisations towards their sustainability and expert contribution to policy and reforms.
In the case of the Western Balkans and Türkiye, Guidelines for EU Support to Civil Society in the Enlargement Region 2021-2027 have been endorsed by the Directorate-General for Enlargement and Eastern Neighbourhood and are regularly assessed via a yearly publication of regional and country specific reports[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  	3rd Regional Assessment Report - Tacso.] 

Moreover, the Commission cooperates with the EESC to more actively involve candidate countries in the EESC’s activities. A recently signed EESC-EC Memorandum of Understanding entails the contribution of the European Commission through European enlargement funds to support the participation of candidate countries in relevant legislative activities of the EESC, in the organisation of regular civil society fora involving all the enlargement countries, taking place in the upcoming three years.
Social dialogue plays a crucial role in economic reforms, facilitating their smooth implementation and ensuring that the interests of all stakeholders are considered. Moreover, social dialogue and public policies are mutually reinforcing. The Commission supports economic and social reforms (education, employment, health) in enlargement countries in an inclusive way, promoting social dialogue. Effective social dialogue can result in better design and implementation of public policies, while well-designed public policies can create a more favourable environment for social dialogue and economic growth in enlargement countries.
The Commission takes note of the need for institutionalisation of civil and social dialogue to become a key driver not only of social and democratic progress, but also of economic performance, thus helping to align candidate and partner countries with EU standards and competitiveness objectives. It also takes note of the importance of Economic and Social Councils or similar bodies at national level. The active involvement of the enlargement countries and partner countries from the Eastern Partnership region in supporting and contributing to the civil society institutionalisation and to the establishment of stable bodies ensuring inclusion, are essential. The Commission stands ready to support enlargement countries in this endeavour through the Civil Society Facility and Media programme in the Western Balkans and Türkiye and the Neighbourhood East programme. Both programmes continue operating in the region till the end of the current multi-annual financial framework at regional and national level.
Social dialogue is a vital process for promoting democratic governance and social cohesion. The involvement of young people in the dialogue is essential to ensure that their voices and concerns are heard and addressed. The EU supports various programmes and initiatives contributing to youth participation in policy-making, notably EU4Youth in the Eastern Partnership and the Western Balkans Youth Labs in the Western Balkans. Both programmes involve national youth councils, and provide platforms for young people to influence policy-making. Furthermore, the Erasmus+ programme facilitates mobility for young people and youth workers and fosters collaborative projects, focusing on participation in democratic life, common values, and civic engagement as one of its overarching priorities in both regions.
Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk205361661]The Commission welcomes the EESC own-initiative opinion on the importance of institutionalising civil and social dialogue in EU candidate and partner countries and is committed to continue collaborating with the EESC in advancing on the alignment of civil society and civic representatives to the EU standards. The Commission is also committed to collaborate with the EESC in establishing formal dialogues with the enlargement countries, including on the need for an institutionalisation of social and civic partners.
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