


[image: ]EN


	ANNEX II
to the minutes of the
April plenary session



Brussels, 29 May 2026


	ANNEX II
to the
MINUTES
of the 605th plenary session
of the
European Economic and Social Committee,
held in Brussels
on 29 and 30 April 2026
_____________

	

Meeting of 29 April 2026
_____________

Agenda item 3

Competitiveness and the role of the EU in the current geo-political environment, with António Costa, President of the European Council






EESC President Séamus Boland opened the debate and noted that Europe was operating in an increasingly volatile geopolitical context marked by Russia’s war against Ukraine, instability in the Middle East (including Iran), and intensified US-China competition, which was reshaping the global economy and required Europe to strengthen its role. He emphasised that competitiveness and economic security must be pursued through ‘de-risking’ rather than isolation, by reducing critical dependencies, safeguarding supply chains and trade routes, and completing the single market, while upholding the EU’s democratic values, rule of law and high social and environmental standards. Mr Boland concluded that Europe had strong assets, but that success would depend on decisive, collective action and sustained investment in innovation, skills, secure infrastructure and affordable clean energy.

António Costa, President of the European Council, started by recalling his very first address to the EESC on competitiveness challenges in 2024, and stated that his subsequent exchanges with Mr Boland on housing and competitiveness had informed the adoption of the ‘one Europe, one market’ agenda in March. He went on to say that housing was a major cost-of-living pressure and that global shocks, including China’s growing economic leverage and conflict in the Middle East, were directly affecting Europe’s competitiveness, particularly through high electricity prices impacting citizens and firms. He called for more decisive EU action and a clearer single voice to strengthen technological and economic security and to make the EU an attractive place to live and work, building on the European Council’s ‘one Europe, one market’ direction. He outlined three priorities: a competitiveness agenda to remove unnecessary single market barriers to support the social model and quality jobs; a sovereignty agenda to secure energy independence, decarbonise and deploy new technologies without leaving anyone behind; and a trade agenda to accelerate reliable partnerships and agreements, with active social partner engagement.
To deliver these agendas, Mr Costa highlighted four priority partnerships:
· EU and like-minded partners, to uphold the rules-based multilateral order;
· companies and workers (including social partners), to support innovation and quality jobs, in line with the European Pillar of Social Rights;
· local-, regional-, national- and EU-level, to improve cooperation in shared responsibilities; and
· citizens and institutions, to improve living conditions and strengthen democratic legitimacy.
Mr Costa went on to describe the EESC as a key channel for organised civil society, supporting the delivery of the competitiveness agenda through collective action. He also highlighted the Committee’s role in amplifying young people’s voices in EU policymaking, reiterated the importance of addressing housing, and welcomed Ireland’s intention to prioritise the issue during its presidency later this year. To conclude, Mr Costa stressed that listening to citizens and civil society was essential for democratic legitimacy, particularly in a polarised and unequal context. He reaffirmed that the European Council would continue to engage with the Committee and act as a committed partner.

A debate with EESC members followed.

Lucie Studničná (CZ-II) stated that, at global scale, Europe risked feeling small and irrelevant, and noted that some competitors operated with lower protection standards and without collective bargaining or worker participation. She argued that collective bargaining and worker participation strengthened competitiveness and productivity in Europe, and called for a renewed social contract and inclusive labour-market strategies.

Cillian Lohan (IE-III) emphasised that the EU had first and foremost been a peace project, and argued that strategic autonomy was paramount, requiring an end to dependence on fossil fuels and a credible sustainability agenda. He urged the EU to remain anchored in the SDGs for future generations and to achieve climate neutrality by 2050.

Sandra Parthie (DE-I) called for stronger support for companies to enable them to scale up, keeping investment in the EU, supporting innovation and reducing bureaucracy.

Stefano Palmieri (IT-II) said that organised civil society was committed to de-escalation and dialogue in current geopolitical crises, and highlighted the need to support judicial independence, media freedom and democratic values in candidate countries. He also called for strengthened work with neighbourhood countries and for the meaningful involvement of organised civil society in all partnerships.

Elena-Alexandra Calistru (RO-III) stressed that EU strategies must be backed by adequate resources and asked that civil society’s voice be taken into account when negotiating the next multiannual financial framework (MFF).

Gonçalo Lobo Xavier (PT-I) underlined the role of enforcement in boosting competitiveness, called for mobilising private investment at EU level, and urged an end to producing regulations that only increased bureaucracy.

Miriam-Lena Horn (DE-II) argued that EU competitiveness must be built on efforts to strengthen standards rather than lower them, warning against diluting sustainability and democracy standards.

Luca Jahier (IT-III) stated that the EU understood the challenges ahead but was not yet ready to meet them, calling for greater scale, speed and direction.

Mihaela Adelina Dabu (RO-I) noted that the geopolitical shocks faced by the EU were structural and urged the swift implementation of initiatives already on the table, beginning with a budget that prioritised a strong internal market and a strong competitiveness policy.

Konstantinos Mousouroulis (EL-I) highlighted the fact that competitiveness and strategic autonomy were interlinked and referred to the consequences of an ageing population and technological backsliding, urging the EU to take full advantage of the next MFF.

In his concluding response, Mr Costa stressed that the guiding principle for meeting current challenges was respect for the international rules-based order, reaffirming that the EU was a peace project. He argued that to be a credible global actor, Europe must strengthen both its defence capabilities and its economic base, and referred to a roadmap to deliver agreed measures by the end of 2027. He stated that improving competitiveness required removing single market barriers, simplifying and cutting red tape, and investing in skills, research and youth, while reaffirming that Europe’s socio-economic model was also rooted in the social pillar. He concluded that this agenda would require a strong MFF supported by adequate own resources.
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