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Agenda item 6

Presentation of the outcomes of Civil Society Week, with Nicolae Ștefănuță, Vice-President of the European Parliament; Irena Moozová, Deputy Director-General of the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers (DG JUST); Hanna Surmatz, member of the Liaison Group; Thierry Libaert, member of the Ad Hoc Group on the European Citizens’ Initiative; Pietro Barbieri, Cinzia Del Rio and Christa Schweng, rapporteurs-general for opinion SOC/840 on the EU strategy to support, protect and empower civil society, adopted in May 2025






EESC President Séamus Boland opened the debate on Civil Society Week 2026, described as one of most successful events the EESC had seen, with more than 1 000 participants over the four days. Collaboration with the EU institutions – a key element in his presidency – during this flagship event had allowed for a true opportunity for dialogue on an equal footing between speakers from the institutions, civil society organisations (CSOs) and members of the public. He congratulated the organisers, in particular the Liaison Group, for the high quality of the workshops. He emphasised that the week had also allowed for the first meeting of the Civil Society Platform’s steering group, reiterating the EESC’s commitment to making this platform a success, together with the Commission, the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) and Civil Society Europe. 

Nicolae Ștefănuță, Vice-President of the European Parliament, highlighted the interconnections between the European Parliament and the EESC and expressed his pleasure in participating in this year’s Civil Society Week. He lauded the focus on housing, which he believed was the number one problem for European citizens and emphasised that if social needs were not met, it would be difficult to discuss other matters such as democratic values. Given his background in organised civil society, he urged the EU to step up funding now that others were pulling back, in order to ensure democratic resilience.

Irena Moozová, Deputy Director-General of the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers (DG JUST), started by praising the outcomes of Civil Society Week. Civil Society Week had marked the beginning of the development of the Civil Society Platform, which would be established by the end of the year. This platform would provide a space for dialogue and for the protection of democracy, the rule of law and fundamental rights, and would be co-created with civil society organisations. Finally, Ms Moozová addressed the importance of sustainable funding for civil society, highlighting the key role of AgoraEU, which would provide strong support for CSOs.

Hanna Surmatz, member of the EESC’s Liaison Group, highlighted key outcomes from the nine sessions led by 22 civil society umbrella networks of the Liaison Group and their partners as well as the one led by the national economic and social councils during Civil Society Week 2026. Key outcomes included:
· improving citizenship education and social cohesion;
· recognising housing as a fundamental right;
· empowering civil society in EU policymaking through the Civil Society Strategy and Platform;
· facilitating the social economy and volunteering;
· removing barriers to cross-border cooperation and philanthropy;
· enhancing media literacy while supporting independent media and democratic digital infrastructure;
· providing stable funding and protecting civic space;
· addressing intergenerational fairness by tackling long-term inequalities.
Ms Surmatz then concluded by stating that Civil Society Week had given us a roadmap, so it was now up to all of us to start acting on it.

Thierry Libaert, member of the Ad Hoc Group on the European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI), focused on ECI Day, emphasising how participatory democracy could bridge the gap between citizens and decision-makers by offering an alternative approach. However, he stressed that ECIs required better follow-up, visibility and youth engagement, with a stronger role for the EESC in supporting them. 

Pietro Barbieri (IT-III) welcomed the inclusion of the EESC in the Civil Society Platform’s steering group and emphasised that the platform should be open, inclusive, participatory and transparent, underlining its role as a bridge between civil society and EU policymakers.

Cinzia Del Rio (IT-II) welcomed the EU Civil Society Strategy as a crucial tool for strengthening and empowering civil society, stressed the need to improve interinstitutional dialogue and emphasised that civil society, including social partners, played a crucial role in defending EU values.

Christa Schweng (AT-I) highlighted that the platform should be results-oriented, well-coordinated and complementary to existing mechanisms. She stressed the importance of cooperation across frameworks, and the need to check that the platform met the objectives.

During the general debate with EESC members, the following points were discussed: 

Marija Hanževački (EESC Vice-President for Communication) congratulated all those who had contributed to the success of Civil Society Week 2026. The third edition of Civil Society Week had shown how important civil society was for tackling issues that affected citizens and required their involvement in finding solutions. 

Cillian Lohan (IE-III) praised the success of Civil Society Week, which was becoming the ‘undisputed gathering of civil society’, linking civil society with the EU institutions and strengthening the EESC’s role in civil society dialogue. He also outlined the importance of networks in providing legitimacy and impact.

Adelina Dabu (RO-I) talked about her involvement in the session organised by the national economic and social councils on social cohesion and stressed that trust was the glue holding society together but that it was being eroded by misinformation. She called for unity, truth and consensus-building in society.

José Antonio Moreno Díaz (ES-II) emphasised the importance of strong civil society engagement but warned that support from the institutions might be coming too late. He highlighted the risks associated with weak funding and limited government backing. 

Pavel Trantina (CZ-III) explained that the task of building resilience through civic education was not limited to schools; youth organisations also played a crucial role. He also stressed the need to invest in resilience today to face future challenges.

Mario van Mierlo (NL-I) welcomed the introduction of the platform but called for the EESC’s existing role to be strengthened. Instead of creating new structures, the focus should be on making the EESC more open.

Linda Romele (LV-II) was pleased by the broad participation of young people in Civil Society Week but expressed concern over weakened social dialogue in her country and advocated moving from words to action.

Lidija Pavić-Rogošić (HR-III) welcomed the broad participation of young people and journalists and highlighted participants’ requests to be involved in shaping policies rather than just reacting to them. She also stressed civil society’s potential to take on a greater role and underlined the importance of involving local communities.

Renato Mattioni (IT-I) drew an analogy with the conch shell in Lord of the Flies, comparing it to institutions such as the EESC, which provided rules and structure. He further likened the ‘monster’ in the novel to artificial intelligence, suggesting that members of the public resembled inexperienced adolescents, potentially unable to understand or anticipate its future trajectory.

Sophia Reisecker (AT-II) welcomed the strong engagement in ECIs but noted ongoing challenges. She highlighted how important dialogue platforms were for collaboration.

Zornitsa Rousinova (BG-III), representing the Bulgarian Economic and Social Council (ESC), expressed gratitude for the ESCs’ involvement in Civil Society Week 2026. She highlighted declining trust in institutions due to inequality and digital challenges and called for stronger ESC involvement in future editions. 

Veselin Mitov (BG-II) expressed satisfaction at the strong interest in social topics during Civil Society Week. The discussions had characterised the current state of Europe as a social emergency, with rising poverty despite high employment. He called for social welfare to be prioritised alongside economic growth.

Andris Gobiņš (LV-III) thanked all the organisers for coordinating such a large and impactful event, featuring a high-quality, balanced programme. He particularly praised the small working groups, which had facilitated meaningful connections among participants. Lastly, he noted the signing of a cooperation memorandum between the EESC and the civil dialogue structure in Latvia, opening the door for a broad delegation from the country.

Ewa Kulik-Bielińska (PL-III) praised the content and format of Civil Society Week 2026 and highlighted the importance of the Civil Society Strategy and Platform in strengthening democracy, fundamental rights, the rule of law and philanthropy. 

In their replies: 

Ms Moozová underscored the necessity of collective effort in shaping the Civil Society Strategy and Platform and acknowledged potential delays in the launch of such tools but reassured the participants that they would be delivered on time. She also highlighted the Commission’s plans to increase funding and the need for broad support for successful implementation of the European Democracy Shield and said that the Civil Society Strategy would depend on support across the board.

Mr Libaert put forward two proposals: firstly, establishing a system for ECIs with over 900 000 signatures to be systematically invited to EESC plenaries to present their initiatives; and secondly, the possibility of putting forward EESC own-initiative opinions once signatures reached one million.

Ms Surmatz said that it was never too late to introduce a Civil Society Strategy and stressed the need to ensure it delivered meaningful protection, funding and support. She also warned that core EU values must not be sidelined, despite the shift in policy focus towards competitiveness and defence.

Mr Ștefănuță outlined how civil society organisations were struggling amid the deconstruction of long-established systems, as well as economic and social divisions and geopolitical challenges. He highlighted growing youth disconnection from democracy and argued that new participatory systems were needed in a rapidly changing world. 

Mr Boland concluded by saying that Civil Society Week had reaffirmed the vital role of dialogue and values, particularly in sustaining the EU’s success in challenging times. He then thanked all the panel speakers and highlighted that democracy depended on freedom of expression for all societal stakeholders and ultimately rested on strong, healthy and active civil society. 
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