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Agenda item 24

Flagship debate on the emotional health of young people and children in the EU, with Ewa Kopacz, Vice-President of the European Parliament, European Parliament Coordinator for Children’s Rights and Chair of the High-level Group on Gender Equality and Diversity; Agnese Lāce, Minister for Culture of the Republic of Latvia; Olivér Várhelyi, European Commissioner for Health and Animal Welfare (via video message); Maria Walsh, Member of the European Parliament and Co-chair of the Intergroup on Mental Health; Pietro Barbieri, EESC rapporteur for opinion SOC/799 on Mental Health Community Services adopted in September 2024; Octavian Bivol, UNICEF Deputy Regional Director for Europe and Central Asia (remotely); Dominik Kuc, Board Member of GrowSPACE of Poland, Youth Forbes 25under25; Ana Polanco, Vice-President Europe Government and Public Affairs, Merck HealthCare; Dr Ledia Lazëri, Regional Adviser for Mental health and Well-Being, WHO Regional Office for Europe (remotely); Kadri Soova, Director of Mental Health Europe; and Damian Kupczyk, President of Czepczyński Family Foundation, Co-author of the ‘ABC of Emotions’ and ‘ABC of Empathy’ projects.
 




The EESC President, Séamus Boland, asked the assembly to turn to agenda item 24, debate on the emotional health of young people and children in the EU. 

The EESC President introduced the panellists and stressed how the context we are living in, starting with the pandemic and then with the increase in the cost of living and recent wars, negatively affect emotional health, especially of children and young people. According to recent data, up to 84 million people in the EU experience some kind of emotional health problem and 1 in 2 Europeans report some form of discomfort. Some groups of people, such as women, LGTIBQ+, and people living in isolated rural areas are more exposed to mental health problems. He also stressed the importance of destigmatising mental health and integrating emotional wellbeing in education, and highlighted the role of families and civil society for prevention and support.

Three sessions followed and were moderated by Noelle O'Connell, founder and CEO of Merrion Advisory.

SESSION I: Emotional health in the EU: institutional perspectives and challenges 

Ewa Kopacz, Vice‑President of the European Parliament, European Parliament Coordinator for Children’s Rights and Chair of the High‑level Group on Gender Equality and Diversity, stressed that health remains a national competence and is therefore under‑debated in the European Parliament. She highlighted worrying data, including suicide as the leading cause of death among young people in the Netherlands. She emphasised the need to address the multilevel causes of emotional distress, starting with prevention in families, schools and peer environments, and helping young people deal with online aggression and hate speech. She also linked mental health to issues such as internet overuse, body‑image struggles and unhealthy lifestyles. Kopacz later insisted on digital literacy, the need for education on safe online behaviour and the implementation of the EU’s action plan on cyberbullying at local level, mentioning the case of ‘Coco’, a young Irish girl who died by suicide following harassment.

Agnese Lāce, Minister for Culture of the Republic of Latvia, underlined culture’s powerful role in emotional wellbeing, describing museums, concerts and community arts centres as tools for rehabilitation and social connection. She cited strong public belief in the positive impact of cultural participation and stressed that culture is not a luxury. Loneliness and isolation increase mental health risks, and the economic costs of depression are significant. She pointed to progress at EU and national levels (e.g. the EU comprehensive mental health plan) and called for national action plans with proper funding. She also described Latvian initiatives such as regular cultural school outings and ‘art on prescription’ projects, which have shown promising improvements in emotional balance and even re‑employment.

Olivér Várhelyi, European Commissioner for Health and Animal Welfare via a video message also highlighted that children and young people face growing mental health risks, particularly online. He presented the 2023 EU approach on mental health, including flagship actions, funding and a new UNICEF‑supported prevention toolkit. He emphasised the importance of listening to young people, who report high rates of stress, anxiety and depression. He described the ‘Safe Hearth Plan’, which promotes healthy lifestyles but also seeks to address the influence of digital environments: with 95% of young people using social media for more than three hours daily, the Commission is launching an inquiry into the impact of social media and excessive screen time on young people’s wellbeing.
.
EESC Members’ Interventions (Q&A – Session II):
Pascal Debay (FR-II), Andris Gobiņš (LV-III), Michel Chassang (FR-I) and Corina Andrea Murafa Benga (RO-III) took part into the debate. They raised concerns about the impact of social media, cyberbullying, online hate and the lack of educational resources. They recalled the effects of war and socio‑economic stressors, and noted the key role of families and schools, as well as the burden placed on young people caused by exclusion and online pressure. They stressed prevention, early help, good‑practice exchange and the need for EU‑level harmonisation that respects local contexts. Calls were made for frameworks to protect from violence, support for women’s NGOs, empowerment of youth organisations and stronger digital literacy. Members also stressed local‑level implementation of cyberbullying policies and urged that platforms – not governments – be held responsible for online harms.

SESSION II: Diagnosis, causes and diversity

Maria Walsh, Member of the European Parliament, Co‑chair of the Intergroup on Mental Health, warned about the dark side of AI, including deepfakes and pornographic content, noting that 99% of victims are girls and women. She called for digital education and later pointed to irregular mental health support across Member States, the institutionalisation of people in countries like Ireland, the lack of skills among policymakers and the disproportionate impact on vulnerable groups such as migrants, refugees and LGBTIQ+ youth.

Pietro Barbieri, EESC Rapporteur for opinion SOC/799 on Mental Health Community Services; described the situation as complex, with insufficient data and rising institutionalisation in Europe due to stigma and prejudice. He argued that segregation worsens conditions and that care facilities often fail to improve outcomes. In the second round, he insisted on bridging the gap between promises and delivery, investing more and better, and financing inclusive support systems at EU level.

Octavian Bivol, UNICEF Deputy Regional Director for Europe and Central Asia, explained that UNICEF’s new strategy makes mental health a priority, focusing on early identification, integrating support in education systems and assisting migrants and children in alternative care. UNICEF works on evidence generation, identifying effective approaches including digital mental health, supporting Member States with practical tools and promoting multisectoral dialogue. He stressed strengthening system coordination, cross‑sector prevention and significant investment in digital literacy, as well as working with young people to translate ideas into actionable initiatives.

Dominik Kuc, Board Member of GrowSPACE (Poland), Forbes 25 under 25, supported restrictions on social media and smartphone access for young people, but insisted they must be part of a broader strategy. He emphasised alternatives for young people, early detection and psycho‑education to build resilience. He underlined unequal access to specialists and noted that the psychologist profession is unregulated in some countries, proposing EU‑level minimum standards. His later recommendations included combating disinformation and deepfakes, regulating AI, establishing minimum standards for mental health services, equipping teachers with new skills, strengthening school psychology services and fostering peer support.

EESC Members’ Interventions (Q&A – session II): 
Ewa Kulik-Bielińska (PL-III), Peter Brendan Burns (UK-I), Jakob Krištof Počivavšek (SI-II), Martina Širhalová (SK-I), Florian Marin and Hanna Markkula-Kivisilta highlighted inequalities in access to care, long waiting times, the need for early intervention, evidence‑based services and community‑based care. They pointed out parents’ struggles to recognise mental health problems, young people’s fear of exclusion and the need for sector‑wide cooperation. Additional points included tackling the rise of pornography‑related harms, strengthening digital literacy, addressing poverty and empowering families, teachers and social services. Emphasis was placed on combating stigma, improving communication, involving young people structurally, training parents and ensuring school‑based therapists. Calls were made for action in the next EU budget (MFF) and supporting NGOs sustainably.


SESSION III: Jointly exploring solutions and recommendations

Ana Polanco, Vice‑President Europe Government and Public Affairs, Merck HealthCare, called for removing barriers that hinder young people’s ability to live, work and achieve autonomy. She highlighted economic instability (affecting 54% of youth), lack of affordable housing, issues with unpaid or underpaid internships, and labour market inexperience. She proposed support for small companies to offer paid internships, better funding for emotional healthcare to ensure universal access, integrated curricula promoting mental health and minimum standards for support to caregivers and families. She also noted young people’s mistrust of social media, information overload and the need for responsible use of social media, accessible digital therapy options and protection of the right to disconnect.

Ledia Lazëri, Regional Adviser for Mental Health and Well‑Being, WHO Europe, warned of rising mental health concerns, noting that few Member States prioritise youth mental health or fully implement suicide prevention. She highlighted the need for low‑intensity interventions, fighting stigma, engaging youth in policymaking, improving urban design for wellbeing and ensuring digital providers take responsibility. She insisted on greater and better spending and applying ‘mental health in all policies’ across sectors including education, social policy, employment, labour and justice.

Kadri Soova, Director of Mental Health Europe, stressed the lack of structural follow‑through on mental health commitments, the importance of parents’ mental health and family relations, and the need for a comprehensive EU mental health strategy beyond what the 2023 approach provides. She advocated co‑creation with people with lived experience and stronger investment in community‑based approaches.

Damian Kupczyk, President of Czepczyński Family Foundation, Co‑author of ABC of Emotions and ABC of Empathy, warned about new digital risks and the blurred line between online and offline lives. He argued that support should also be virtual and that one does not need to be a specialist to help someone. He highlighted how the need for specialist qualifications can discourage people from seeking support. He criticised the devaluation of the education system and the lack of prevention, noting that children need space to express sadness and that social disconnection in big cities is worrying. He called for strong EU support for families, sustainable funding for NGOs across the Union and courage in regulating large digital platforms.

EESC Members’ Interventions (Q&A – Session III):
Aurélie Seigne (FR-II), Kinga Joó (HU-III), Marie Zvolská (CZ-I), Ágnes Cser (HU-non-affiliated), Michael McLoughlin (IE-III) and Piroska Kállay (HU-II) stressed that young people face increasing mental‑health challenges and called for a preventive, cross‑sector approach that goes beyond treating symptoms. They highlighted the importance of quality jobs, poverty reduction and social conditions in public funding, as well as age‑appropriate guidance on social media, better evidence on smartphone use in schools and support for parents. They emphasised tackling stigma, recognising warning signs and strengthening school‑based systems with psychotherapists and better training for teachers and families. It was noted that one in seven children experiences mental‑health problems, often undetected, requiring early identification, strong family support and improved communication on issues like bullying and academic pressure. Additional priorities included structured dialogue with young people, better training for all educators, mandatory food standards, integrating nutrition into mental health policies and addressing poverty in the next EU budget due to its clear link with mental health.

The EESC President concluded the debate by summing up the key takeaways and thanking speakers for their participation. 
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