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	Introduction
The European Commission welcomes the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) opinion on Strengthening European values in candidate countries by supporting the public service sector and empowering social partners and civil society organisations.
The Commission stresses that civil society engagement and social dialogue are fundamental pillars of the European model of participatory governance. An independent and vibrant civil society is essential for democracy, the protection of fundamental rights and freedoms and holding governments accountable. 
The Commission underscores the vital contribution of social dialogue as a crucial and beneficial tool for a well-functioning social market economy, driving economic and social resilience, competitiveness, stability and sustainable and inclusive growth and development. The Commission shares the view of the EESC that social partners and civil society organisations (CSOs) play an important role in enlargement partners and Member States and in the process of EU enlargement. 
General Comments
Social dialogue and meaningful consultation with social partners are an important tool to promote the alignment of enlargement partners with the EU social acquis, as social dialogue and involvement of workers are part of the European Pillar of Social Rights under part 8, and fall under Chapter 19 of the EU acquis. The annual enlargement reports also highlight recommendations for enlargement partners to focus on ensuring an enabling environment for bipartite and tripartite social dialogue and strengthening the capacities of social partners.
The Commission takes note of the conclusions and recommendations of the EESC opinion. The Commission promotes social partners consultation at EU level and within the enlargement partners both through regular exchanges in consultative committees and through the available financing instruments, supporting bilateral programmes, These include the Operational Programmes under the Instrument of Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) enhancing employment, social inclusion, transparency in public consultation and improving the capacity of social partners. The recognised European social partners can already include representatives of their member organisations from enlargement partners in their delegations for meetings of the cross-industry and sectoral Social Dialogue Committees. 
Reform Agendas under the Growth Plans (covering Western Balkans and Moldova) and the Ukraine Facility also link the disbursement of EU funds to the achievement of reform steps linked to human capital, including education, Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) programmes and measures to strengthen the efficiency of the unemployment schemes. Furthermore, the Commission holds annual social dialogue call for proposals (under the Social Prerogatives and Specific Competencies Lines), which fund initiatives that strengthen EU social dialogue, improve workers' organisations, or provide information and training for worker representatives. Social partners from candidate countries may also participate in these calls. The Commission attaches great importance to peer-learning initiatives between Member States and enlargement partners and has useful tools in place, such as the technical assistance provided under SOCIEUX+ (EU Expertise on Social Protection, Labour and Employment)[footnoteRef:2] and TAIEX (Technical Assistance and Information Exchange)[footnoteRef:3], to support institutions and social partners. [2:  	SOCIEUX+ is a demand-driven technical cooperation facility established by the European Union (EU) to support the creation of inclusive employment policies and social protection systems.]  [3:  	TAIEX is a key European Union instrument for institutional capacity-building worldwide, providing targeted and rapid support to public administrations in EU candidate countries and beyond.] 

The Commission acknowledges the importance of ensuring synergies and coherence with the action of relevant stakeholders, such as the International Labour Organisation (ILO), whose expertise is highly valued in accelerating the alignment of enlargement partners. Cooperation with the ILO is especially important when providing technical assistance expertise to enlargement partners adopting or implementing legislation. Close cooperation with the ILO is also taking place in the roll-out of the Youth Guarantee in the Western Balkans.
Since the adoption of the revised enlargement methodology in 2020[footnoteRef:4], evaluating civil society's operational conditions as essential components of democratic institutions has become a fundamental aspect of the enlargement process. As part of the fundamentals cluster, these matters are at the core of the accession process and significantly influence the overall pace of accession negotiations. [4:  	COM(2020) 57 final (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52020DC0057 ).] 

Monitoring key elements of an enabling environment includes assessing legal and policy frameworks for exercising freedoms of expression, assembly, and association. This entails the protection of individuals and CSOs by public authorities against interference and threats, respecting privacy rights, removing unnecessary restrictions on civic space, and ensuring CSOs' freedom to obtain and use resources. Sufficient administrative capacity, funding, and open rules for CSO participation are essential components of an enabling environment for civil society.
Ensuring effective participation in decision-making through public consultations is critical for an effective accession process. Enlargement partners are expected to establish mechanisms for dialogue and cooperation between CSOs and public authorities at all levels, including government, parliament, and local levels. These mechanisms must facilitate a meaningful inclusion of CSOs by providing agreed work programmes and regular meetings that allow for agenda setting and follow-up on conclusions and recommendations. The most recent negotiating frameworks with the countries also emphasise the consultative role of CSOs, but the Commission recognises that the dialogue remains fragmented and lacks an institutional approach.
IPA and the Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument – Global Europe (NDICI-GE) support the creation of a conducive environment for CSOs in the enlargement partners; promote the establishment of a dialogue between civil society and public authorities; and build capacity of CSOs towards their sustainability and expert contribution to policy and reforms.
As part of the EU’s “fundamentals first” approach to enlargement, Public Administration Reform (PAR) stands alongside the rule of law and economic governance as a core pillar of EU accession. In this context, civil society plays a crucial role in advancing the PAR agenda by promoting transparency, participation, and inclusiveness in policymaking, while fostering accountable and efficient public institutions. In more concrete terms, the Commission has been conducting regular consultations with civil society, including in the context of the preparation of the PAR Special Group meetings, as well as the formal Public Finance Management (PFM) policy dialogues with EU enlargement partners. These consultations have provided a valuable platform for exchanging views and gathering insights from a wide range of stakeholders actively engaged in governance and reform processes.
The Commission draws the attention of the EESC to the fact that the recently adopted EU Civil Society Strategy[footnoteRef:5] explicitly recognises the civic space in Member States and enlargement countries as a continuum and shared space. Candidate countries and potential candidates will be integrated and/or associated in actions under the Strategy as relevant, and the enlargement dimension is mainstreamed throughout the Strategy. This will foster gradual integration by enabling civil society from enlargement partners to participate in an equal footing as their counterparts in the Member States. This approach partly draws inspiration from the EESC’s Enlargement Candidate Members' Initiative.   [5:  	https://commission.europa.eu/document/8c30975d-bc1c-4415-8dcd-a71cb28f3662_en.
] 

The Commission will continue to encourage the enlargement partners to include social partners and CSOs in their monitoring committees as part of the accession process. 



