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This topic reflects the 1st priority of the 
Bulgarian Presidency, namely: the promotion 
of economic growth and social cohesion. 
Personally, I consider that the slogan of the 
Bulgarian Presidency, ‘United we Stand 
Strong’ to be very appropriate. Unfortunately, 
despite EU Member States living through the 
longest period of uninterrupted European 
economic growth (since 2013), there are 
stubborn inequalities between and within 
EU Member States. We still have almost 
24% of Europeans at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion, which is shameful! 

But this is only one of the challenges that the 
EU and the Bulgarian Presidency will have to 
face in the next few months. Others include: 
the initial discussions on the next seven year 

EU budget – how to fill the financial gap 
resulting from Brexit? Secondly, will the 
EU 27 maintain their unity vis-à-vis the UK 
in the next stage of Brexit negotiations? 
Thirdly, will we be able to maintain the rel-
atively low numbers of migrants entering 
the EU? This is key to avoiding further Euro-
pean disunity. Fourthly, what concrete steps 
can be taken to build more trust with Eu-
ropean citizens, before the elections to the 
European Parliament next year? It seems 
that in Bulgaria trust towards the EU among 
citizens is quite high: 57% compared to the EU 
average of 41%. This is according to the latest 
EU barometer survey.

Nonetheless, in my opinion, the greatest risk 
currently for the EU, is that of complacency.

Complacency against recent-found Euro-
pean unity, complacency on economic 
growth, on populism, prejudice and to-
ward increasing illiberalism. Today more 
than ever, it is imperative that we protect the 
European values on which the Union was 
built!

So when I was thinking about the title of the 
Group III conference, I asked myself the ques-
tion: why do we as Europeans, feel the need to 
support vulnerable regions and citizens? The 
obvious reply is that we pride ourselves on 
our European values of equality, fairness and 
cohesion. We have also committed ourselves 
to these values in our European Treaties. Ar-
ticle 3 of the TEU states that “(The Union)...
shall promote economic, social and territorial 
cohesion…combat social exclusion and dis-
crimination…promote balanced economic 
growth…aiming at full employment and so-
cial progress”. 

The reality is that today in the EU, some 113 
million citizens inhabit non-urban areas. 
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Extraordinary Group meeting of the Various Interests Group in SofiaEDEditorial
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On 6 March, the Various Interests Group organised a conference in Sofia, 
within the context of the Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the 
EU. Some 120 participants, including Bulgarian civil society organisations, 
representatives of national authorities and of course, Group III Members, 
gathered to discuss the topic ‘Supporting Vulnerable Regions and Citizens: 
boosting sustainable growth and cohesion’.
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However, rural, mountainous and remote 
peripheral areas on average enjoy only 70% of 
European GDP. They have high unemployment 
levels and an over-representation of the 
elderly – 20% of the population. About one 
quarter of the population do not have access 
to the Internet. Of course non-urban areas 
are often characterised by limited or non-
existent social services, and by few transport, 
communication and energy linkages. These 
shortages directly lead to depopulation. 
They also disproportionally affect the most 
vulnerable and disadvantaged, such as 
the elderly and the disabled. In a nutshell, 
many non-urban regions and their residents 
are excluded: socially, economically and 
territorially.

So the ultimate objective and indeed obliga-
tion for the EU, is to close the opportunity gaps 
between urban and non-urban areas. From 
the discussions in Sofia on 6 March, I conclude 
the following. Firstly, community-led local 
development is central. Local leadership, en-
trepreneurship, innovation and ownership, are 
key to sustainable and inclusive recovery. It is 
local actors who must design and implement 
these policies around a common vision. Work-
ing alongside regional, national and European 
authorities on coordinated policies.

Secondly, young people should have a spe-
cific role in future integrated rural devel-
opment. We must focus on developing attrac-
tive education and training opportunities for 
young people locally and on helping young 
farmers to settle. We should also encourage 
young entrepreneurs to diversify local produc-
tion, to set up community owned renewable 
energy projects and sustainable tourism pro-
jects. 

EDEditorial

The third point relates to the importance of 
social inclusion and protecting our most 
vulnerable citizens. This includes our working 
poor, our energy poor, our elderly, disabled 
and so forth. The social economy, in particular 
cooperatives and social enterprises, has a key 
role to play in providing necessary services 
and employment. Protecting the rights and 
dignity of all EU citizens, has always been 
at the heart of the activities of our Group. 

Ladies and gentlemen, the conference in 
Sofia was the last event under my Presi-
dency of the Various Interests Group. Over 
the last 7.5 years we have travelled together 
throughout Europe. From Brussels, we have 
gone West to Ireland, East to Poland, North to 
the Baltics and South to Bulgaria and Greece. 

Always with the aim of bringing civil society 
together, to debate our common European 
future. And our question has always been the 
same. How can civil society, this intermedi-
ary between citizens and Institutions, how 
can it shape the Europe of tomorrow? I was 
informed that in 2018, Bulgaria is celebrating 
140 years since the birth of one of its great-
est poets, Peyo Yavorov. I understand that he 
often wrote about social injustice, a theme 
which is obviously still topical today! But also, 
as the founder of the Bulgarian Symbolist 
movement, he certainly understood the role 
of history, culture and imagination. I hope that 
we can all be inspired by artists such as Peyo 
Yavorov to create a common European legacy, 
for this generation and the next. A legacy of a 
Europe which is united, creative, engaged and 
open. A Europe which is proud. Looking firmly 
ahead towards the horizon, but also occasion-
ally looking backwards, letting History guide 
our steps!

Inaugural speeches – Lalko DULEVSKI (President of ESC Bulgaria, 
EESC Member), Luca JAHIER (EESC), Hasan ADEMOV (Chairman 

of the Labour, Social and Demography Committee in the
44th National Assembly of the Republic of Bulgaria) 

Following the conference on the topic 
‘Supporting Vulnerable Regions and Cit-
izens: boosting sustainable growth and 
cohesion’, the president of the Various 
Interests Group and incoming president 
of the EESC Luca Jahier, along with in-
coming president of the Group III Arno 
Metzler, the incoming EESC Vice-presi-
dent Milena Angelova and several Bul-
garian Members of the EESC (including 
Dilyana Slavova and Diana Indjova 
from Group III) had the pleasure to meet 
the President of the Republic of Bulgaria, 
Rumen Radev.

It was a good opportunity to have a 
discussion on the challenges within 
the context of the Bulgarian Presidency 
of the Council of the EU and to tackle 
several topics such as cohesion and 
inclusion policies, EU budget, the MFF, 
culture and the relations with the 
Balkans. Mr Jahier thanked Mr Radev 
for his strong commitment to the 
citizens and for building a united and 
more inclusive Bulgaria. 

Meeting with the President 
of the Republic of Bulgaria, 
Mr Rumen Radev – 6 March 

>>

Read more information about the event:
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/supporting-vulnerable-

regions-and-citizens-boosting-sustainable-growth-and-cohesion 

Video about the Bulgarian Presidency of the 
Council of the European Union:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-aT-
WXh_Nei8 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/supporting-vulnerable-regions-and-citizens-boosting-sustainable-growth-and-cohesion
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/supporting-vulnerable-regions-and-citizens-boosting-sustainable-growth-and-cohesion
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-aTWXh_Nei8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-aTWXh_Nei8


Thank you for all!
We achieved so much together! 

Dear friends,

It has been my privilege and my honour to preside over Group III during the 
last seven and a half years (October 2010 to April 2018). I am now more 
convinced than ever of the necessity for a fully engaged European civil society.

I came to the Presidency of Group III committed to six Cs: Civil dialogue, 
Consultation, Consensus, the Categories, Communication and Culture. I depart 
proud of what we have jointly achieved! It has been a wonderful adventure 
of such variety and stimuli, where hard work joined hands with creativity and 
where the diversity of the Group has become our principal strength! Building 
on the past successes of Group III, together we injected innovation and 
leadership, bringing a plethora of new thematic work and driving the entire 
Committee in new directions. We have debated with civil society on so many 
different topics, but I think that each time we have been searching for replies 
to the same question: how can civil society organisations, this intermediary 
between citizens and Institutions, how can it shape the Europe of tomorrow? 
In doing so we have striven to make the Committee more relevant, to improve 
communication and to rebuild trust between civil society, citizens and the 
European Institutions. I am convinced that we have made significant progress 
in this direction, working as a team, encouraging a culture of dialogue and 
actively contributing to the future of both the EESC and the EU.

Thank you all for your ideas, energy and perseverance! I can testify to the 
commitment of all Members of the Various interested Group and I am certain 
that in the future, you will achieve even better results!
 

Luca JAHIER (IT)  
Outgoing President of the 
Various Interests’ Group 

This publication provides a short overview of the successes of the mandate of 
the outgoing President of the Various Interests Group, Mr Luca Jahier, over the 
last seven and a half years (October 2010 to April 2018). ‘Achievements of the 
Presidency of Luca Jahier’ outlines the main thematic events organised by the 
Various Interests Group and the Categories which it manages, it informs on studies 
and publications commissioned by the EESC at the request of the Various Interests 
Group and on its successful communication strategies. 

To read the full publication: https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/
publications-other-work/publications/achievements-presidency-luca-jahier 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/achievements-presidency-luca-jahier
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/achievements-presidency-luca-jahier


HIGHLIGHTS OF THE MARCH PLENARY SESSION
Group III members co-ordinating the work on new opinions

Europe III

Pasi MOISIO (FI) is the President of the study group for the opinion on: “The 
impact of subsidiarity and gold plating on the economy and employment” (ex-
ploratory opinion requested by the Austrian Presidency) – INT/848

Carlos TRIAS PINTÓ (ES) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the opin-
ion on: “Strategic developments in industrial policy by 2030, with a view to 
strengthening the competitiveness and diversity of the industrial base in Eu-
rope and focusing on long-term performance within global value chains” (ex-
ploratory opinion requested by the Austrian Presidency) – CCMI/161 

Giuseppe GUERINI (IT) is the President of the study group for the opinion 
on: “Taxation of profits of multinationals in the digital economy” (rolling pro-
gramme) – ECO/459

José Custódio LEIRIÃO (PT) is the President of the study group for the opinion 
on: “Access to social protection” (rolling programme) – SOC/581

Krzysztof PATER (PL) is the President of the study group for the opinion on: 
“European Labour Authority” (rolling programme) – SOC/580

Pavel TRANTINA (CZ) is the President of the study group for the opinion on: 
“EU concepts for transition management in a digitalised world of work – key in-
put for an EU White Paper on the future of work” (exploratory opinion requested 
by the Austrian Presidency) – SOC/578

Ákos TOPOLÁNSZKY (HU) is the President of the study group for the opinion 
on: “Common minimum standards in the field of unemployment insurance in 
EU Member States – a concrete step towards the effective implementation of 
the European Pillar of Social Rights” (own-initiative opinion) – SOC/583 

Krzysztof BALON (PL) is the President of the study group for the opinion on: 
“For a European Framework directive on a Minimum Income” (own-initiative 
opinion) – SOC/584

Gunta ANČA (LV) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the opinion on: “The 
situation of women with disabilities” (exploratory opinion requested by the Eu-
ropean Parliament) – SOC/579

Ionuţ SIBIAN (RO) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the opinion on: 
“Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the 
Union Code on Visas” (rolling programme) – SOC/582

Andreas THURNER (AT) is the Co-rapporteur of the study group for the opin-
ion on: “Bioeconomy – contributing to achieving the EU’s climate and energy 
goals and the UN’s sustainable development goals” (exploratory opinion re-
quested by the Austrian Presidency) – NAT/739

The full listing of membership of the study groups
for the new work may be consulted here:

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/news/new-works-march-2018 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/news/new-works-march-2018


Lessons learned from 
austerity policies in Europe

José Custódio LEIRIÃO (PT)  
Appointed by the Board of 
the National Confederation of 
Solidarity Institutions of Portugal
Member of the
Various Interests Group

Currently the European Union is seeing an EU-
wide economic recovery with positive fore-
casts from the European Commission for 2018 
and 2019, expecting high GDP growth for all 
EU Member States. Does that mean that the 
austerity policies implemented in the recent 
crisis have been a complete success? Not at all!

During the crisis, the European Commission 
and the European Central Bank, with the help 
of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
which had had experience with similar cases 
in Africa and Asia, drew up fiscal adjustment 
programmes based on a logic exclusively 
geared to financial aspects, not once consid-
ering basic European rights and the negative 
impact on the social and business dimension. 

The austerity measures were devised by 
the so-called Troika (European Commis-
sion, European Central Bank and IMF) to 
bring about an internal devaluation of 
the production system, the operation and 
tasks of the State, the social protection 
model and labour and the social dialogue 
legislation.

Although crisis management was indispensa-
ble and did indeed have positive effects, inter 
alia on public deficits, current and capital ac-
counts and exports, it also had drastic conse-
quences for both society and businesses in the 
short and long term. 

The austerity measures have had a negative 
impact on the economic capacity, labour 
markets and social protection systems of the 
countries concerned. Tens of thousands of 
businesses have shut down and hundreds of 
thousands of people have become redundant, 
while hundreds of thousands of skilled work-
ers have also left their homelands. 

In the view of the European Economic and 
Social Committee (EESC), austerity measures 
have hit the poorest sections of the popula-
tion the hardest, reducing their access to basic 
necessities. In a recently adopted opinion on 
Lessons learned for avoiding the severity of 
austerity policies in the EU, the EESC analy-
ses the fiscal adjustment programmes imple-
mented by the Troika in Greece, Ireland and 
Portugal.

The opinion, for which I was rapporteur, sets 
out the lessons learned, in order to avoid the 
severity of austerity in future crises. It outlines 
alternative policies and measures to mitigate 
the adverse effects of austerity.

As stated in the opinion, a variety of incon-
sistencies and shortcomings affected the 
adjustment programmes whilst they were 
being drawn up. Even the IMF has recognised 
a number of inconsistencies and errors in cali-
bration, as well as coordination difficulties be-
tween the Troika partners, contributing to the 
resulting imbalance in the programmes.

In the EESC’s view, several aspects were over-
looked in the course of crisis management, 
such as the structural dimension of the crisis, 
the level of firm and household indebtedness 
and the impact of internal debt on growth 
and job creation. Furthermore, the structural 
reform of the economy was whittled down to 
the devaluation of internal competitiveness 
factors (wages,  labour reforms restrictive of 
rights, etc.) and the timeframe for implement-
ing the programmes was, in general, limited, 
which has been a clear shortcoming.

I would also like to point out that budgetary 
consolidation measures, applied above all 
on the expenditure side during severe reces-
sions, where the countries concerned have 
no mechanisms for currency depreciation, 
have never succeeded. The consensus today is 
that such measures are deemed recessionary 
in the short term and the scars they leave on 
an economy are often permanent. And finally, 
inadequate fiscal multipliers have led to gross 
errors. 

It could be said that the austerity measures 
put in place generated a vicious cycle in 

which these measures triggered recession, 
followed by further recession. For me, the un-
fortunate case of Greece is the best example; 
it is still struggling to gain continuous access 
to financing.
Which policies should be implemented in-
stead of austerity in the future? 

The EESC urges the Commission to design 
supplementary programmes for the economic 
and social recovery of countries which were/
are subject to austerity. These countries should 
also adopt the so-called “golden rule of pub-
lic investment”, freeing up financial resourc-
es for public investment in areas producing a 
multiplier effect on economic and social activ-
ity, generating job and wealth creation.

The EESC welcomes the aim of the Commis-
sion to take further steps to deepen Eco-
nomic and Monetary Union (EMU) and 
believes that completing the Financial Union 
could help secure an EMU that is more stable 
and resilient, so as to avoid future asymmetric 
shocks which can lead to severe financial and 
economic crises. 

Any future crises in the EU must be managed 
by striking a better balance between fiscal and 
social objectives and the business structure. 
The approach should adopt not just a purely 
macroeconomic approach to imbalances, but 
also take on board other issues, such as pov-
erty reduction, inclusive growth and employ-
ment and a strong and competitive business 
sector and industry.

I believe that the EU institutions should take 
the lead in developing and implementing fu-
ture adjustment programmes in order to en-
sure that they are in line with EU values and 
objectives and that social partners and repre-
sentatives of civil society are involved on an 
equal footing with other bodies in setting up, 
monitoring and assessing these programmes.

In the future, we need to bear in mind that 
“human beings and human life take prece-
dence over deficits”.

Opinion on Lessons learned for avoiding the severity of austerity policies in the EU:
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/lessons-learned-avoiding-severity-austerity-policies-eu



Your Europe Your Say: an example for other target groups
Ronny LANNOO (BE) 
Union of Self-Employed Entrepreneurs and SMEs
Member of the Various Interests Group 

As you know, this year the EESC organised again the project Your 
Europe, Your say. The aim is to involve young people more 
strongly in the European project. The initiative also proved to 
be successful this year. At least as far as the figures are concerned. 
33 schools from the Member 
States and a number of European 
‘neighbouring countries’ got 
involved. 

Each school was allowed to delegate 
three students together with their 
supervising teacher. No fewer than 99 students and 34 professors 
came to Brussels for two days in order to discuss the future of the EU 
in general as well as about European culture at the EESC. 

Similarly to all my other 33 colleagues at the EESC, I had the 
opportunity to visit the Belgian selected school in the framework 
of the project. We therefore drove to the fifth-year students of the 
Spes Nostra College in Kuurne, a municipality near Kortrijk, about 
ten kilometers from the French border. We were awaited by about 
sixty students, girls and boys aged between 16 and 17, studying 
economics, modern languages and sciences. Within a good year, 
they will leave for the university or college.

During a lesson, we were able to explain in the history of the 
EU, the functioning of the European institutions and of our 
Committee in a very open and interactive way. Striking: lots of 
enthusiastic attention but just as much ignorance. According 
to research, ‘Brussels’ is also very far away from most citizens in 
Belgium. This was also the case for the students in the classroom. 
For instance, nobody could name one Belgian MEP. The name of the 
Belgian Commissioner - Marianne Thyssen - turned out to be equally 
unknown, even though she just came into the media regarding 
measures in favour of a social Europe.

Yet we left the school that day with a good feeling. As a farewell, 
we had the 60 students present to vote on the future of Europe, 
including the willingness of further strengthening the European 
Union, including further expansion in the future. The vast majority 
voted for a stronger Europe. Open European intern borders and 
the smoother exchange of languages and cultures, of people and 
peers seem to appeal to young people. This was also obvious from 
the three priorities approved by young people during their two-day 
consultations in Brussels in the EESC building.

Conclusion: as far as I am concerned, the formula of the 
project Your Europe, Your Say can certainly be extended to 
other target groups in an adapted form: consumers, SMEs, 
employees, employers ; in short, to all groups represented 
in our Committee. Because we must and we are able to bring 
Europe to the citizens. Our visit to the school in Kuurne has proven 
this once again. “Go local” is a priority for our Committee.

Europe III

More information on the event: 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/
agenda/our-events/events/your-
europe-your-say-2018 

Press releases regarding YEYS and 
school visits: 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/
en/agenda/our-events/events/
your-europe-your-say-2018/press_
releases 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/
news-media/press-releases/press-
release-school-visit-germany 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/
news-media/press-releases/press-
release-school-visit-turkey 



Web streaming:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_
continue=3155&v=cIRg00RFTaQ 

Read more about the event:
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/future-
democracy-europe 

Group III Members in the Spotlight playing a key roleYour Europe Your Say: an example for other target groups
Renate HEINISCH (DE) 
Federal Association of German Senior Citizens’ Organisations 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

56th Session of the Commission
for Social Development 
United Nations Headquarters in New York
  

Renate Heinisch (DE), Group III member, consultative representative 
(BAGSO) at the UN took part in the 56th Session of the Commission for 
Social Development (CSocD56) at the United Nations Headquarters in 
New York.

Priority theme for the 2018 policy cycle: Strategies for eradicating 
poverty to achieve sustainable development for all

This UN commission is the advisory body responsible for the social develop-
ment pillar of global development. This year, the CSocD56 concluded with the 
adoption of measures by government officials and civil society leaders, includ-
ing the creation of social protection systems, that would help lift out of pover-
ty the millions of people still living in poverty, especially those in vulnerable 
situations.

 “At the global level, we have experienced impressive reductions in extreme pover-
ty. Significant progress has also been made in improving access to schooling and 
healthcare, promoting the empowerment of women, youth, persons with disabili-
ties, older persons and indigenous populations”, said UN Deputy Secretary-Gen-
eral Amina Mohammed at the opening of the Commission. “However, the drop 
in extreme poverty remains uneven across regions, within countries and between 
various social groups”, she noted.

The Commission approved a draft resolution entitled Third review and ap-
praisal of the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing, 2002, in which 
the UN’s Economic and Social Council  encourages the Member States to further 
strengthen their implementation of that plan. Among other things, it recognis-
es the potential of older people and their essential contributions to society and 
to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The 
Council encourages the Member States to take into account the multidimen-
sional nature of the vulnerability of older people to poverty and economic in-
security, including through the promotion of good health, care and well being 
in their implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals at the national 
level. Expressing concern that growing older presented a significant additional 
risk of vulnerability to economic insecurity and poverty, the Council encourag-
es the Member States to adopt measures and policies aimed at providing eco-
nomic and social security and health care to older people.

“Combating poverty is closely linked with peace, economic development 
and environmental sustainability. These challenges can only be met through 
international cooperation. The fact that we all have cut extreme poverty in half 
since 1990 has shown that the world has accepted these challenges. Reaching the 
first of the 17 sustainable development goals would send out a strong global signal. 
It is up to us – every country on its own and the countries of the world together. The 

Commission for Social Development has an important role to play and needs to 
fulfil this mandate”, so said Mark Kamperhoff.

“Whenever you want to take an impor-
tant decision take a moment to rest and 
think: Have I consulted with the genera-
tion that this decision will affect? Have 
they been at the negotiating table and 
are they part of the decision-making 
process? If you can answer all questions 
with an unequivocal YES – congratula-
tions! If not – ADJUST and take action to 
get the missing perspectives on board. 
They are worth it!”, Mio Kuschick and Anaick Geißel (German youth delegates).

Luca JAHIER (IT)  
Outgoing President of the Various Interests’ Group      

The Future of Democracy in Europe 
Conference of the President of the European 
Economic and Social Committee, Mr Dassis 

Marking the end of the President’s mandate of the EESC of Mr Dassis, this 
conference aimed to provide a platform of debate and awareness regard-
ing the choices and challenges related to the project of a truly integrated and 
democratic EU. The thematic sessions of the conference addressed challenges 
and risks posed by populism and technocracy, rising inequalities and the 
prospect of European federalism vis-à-vis national sovereignty. This event 
brought together leading exponents of the European and Greek political, aca-
demic and civil society spectrum.
 

On the second day of the conference (on 02.03.2018), Luca Jahier chaired the 
panel ‘European federalism and national sovereignty’. In his speech, he re-
ferred to an article entitled The battle over benefits published at the end of 
January by the Economist and stressed on the urgent need to answer citizens’ 
demand for security and protection, in economic and social areas. He added 
that alliances between different levels of power (at the regional, at the state, at 
the European and at the international level) are crucial to respond to the cur-
rent challenges in order to avoid the nightmares of populism and extremism. 
How to guarantee a response to the citizens’ demand is the underlying question 
which will shape the future of the EU. 



Watch the official video clip on Our European Heritage:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rEmjjWxBnqc
Press release of the event:
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-2061_en.htm 
Web streaming of the conference:
http://www.videliostreaming.com/Paris1/ec.europa.eu/2018-03-20_9h/# 

Group III Members in the Spotlight playing a key role
Luca JAHIER (IT)  
Outgoing President of the Various Interests’ Group      

High-level Horizon 2020 Conference of 
the European Year of Cultural Heritage 
‘Innovation and Cultural Heritage’ 
20 March 

In the framework of the European Year of Cultural Heritage, the European 
Commission Directorate General for Research and Innovation, in close 
cooperation with Directorates General for Education and Culture and 
for Communications Networks, Content and Technology organised a 
High-Level Horizon 2020 Conference on Innovation and Cultural Heritage. 

The aim of this conference was to table some of the most promising innovations 
to preserve and treasure Europe’s cultural heritage for the next generations. 
The speakers – leading European politicians (i.e. Commissioners Navracsics, 
Moedas, and Gabriel), artists and scientists – discussed policy developments, 
success stories and future challenges. 

The event started with a first round-table discussion on European Policies for 
Cultural Heritage with Commissioner Carlos Moedas in charge of Research, 
Science and Innovation and Commissioner Tibor Navracsics in charge of 
Education, Culture, Youth and Sport. 

During the second panel discussion dedicated on The Future of European Cul-
tural Heritage, Mr Jahier underlined that more financing instruments are 
needed to support our European cultural heritage which is crucial to strength-
en social cohesion and economic growth in the EU. He also stressed on the 
fact that we should bear in mind the issue of the increasing populism towards 
cultural diversity and that it is of paramount importance to increase resilience 
to counterbalance the terrible narrative of populist and nationalist ar-
guments based on a fake approach of identity. He stressed the necessity 
for efforts to carry out additional interdisciplinary research on culture and 
diversity in order to better understand diversity and build up unity in diver-
sity. In addition, Luca Jahier highlighted the enormous role Europeans have in 
investing, promoting and defending cultural heritage as a soft power outside 
the EU. Expertise, investments and best practices could be used to prevent 
conflicts and rebuild peace and reconciliation after conflicts through cul-
ture. Mr Jahier also emphasised on the necessity of the civil society involve-
ment and of a larger access to cultural heritage. He added that ‘Cultural 
heritage dies if people are not concerned, if they feel that this is meaningless 
(…) The question is not to convince society to be active. The question is to let 
the society develop all its capacities and recognise this power of society - from 
enterprises to associations of artists to civil society networks to association of 
workers, of local community... We need to trust the local community and 
the civil society forces at all levels in their capacity to build up an answer’. 
Shedding light on the transformative role of Culture of our cities and our re-
gions, he concluded ‘We need to reach results, to invest in what civil socie-
ty organisations and local authorities are already doing.’

EU Presidency Conference ‘Cultural Heritage:
for a more sustainable Europe’ 
26-27 March 

On 26-27 March, the Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Bulgaria and the Eu-
ropean Commission jointly held a conference in the 2019 European capital of 
culture in Bulgaria, Plovdiv. 

A wide range of public and private stakeholders, highest representatives of EU 
institutions, Member States and civil society organisations from all over Europe 
have been invited to contribute to the programme related to the main topic 
of the European Cultural Heritage in line with the European Year for Cultural 
Heritage. 

Incoming President of the EESC Luca Jahier made a statement during the open-
ing ceremony.

Among his key speaking points, Mr Jahier stated: ‘By understanding our past, 
our cultures, our joint humanity, we will be able to drive a new future for Eu-
rope. Too many people in too many European countries, including my own, 
are choosing Eurosceptic parties, driven by fear, disappointment and a feeling 
of alienation. Today more than ever, we need to support democracy, also via 
initiatives in cultural heritage. As shown by the Council of Europe’s recent Indi-
cator framework on Culture and Democracy: cultural participation correlates 
positively with democratic attitudes. Understanding our past will strengthen 
our European identities and make us more resilient against populist narratives 
and nationalisms.’ 

He also made the connection between the main topic of the conference and 
the work on sustainable development done by the EESC and he developed 
the four pillars to be outlined regarding the EESC’s  future ambitions and reflec-
tions in the field of culture, cultural heritage and sustainability: 

1. The economic pillar of sustainability: Mr Jahier stressed on the fact that 
culture and the creative industries represent 4,2% of European GDP, em-
ploying 8,4 million people across the EU (3,7% of total employment) and 
that the EESC shall be working with the members to facilitate the sustain-
able growth of this key sector. 

2. The environmental pillar of sustainability: cultural tourism is a major 
factor but a balance has to be found between the environmental and so-
cial impact and the economic and social force of the sector. 

3. The social pillar of sustainability: Active involvement of citizens with 
European heritage is needed and one way towards this kind of participa-
tion goes through education based on arts, culture, creativity and intercul-
tural competence. 

4. The cultural pillar of sustainability: Mr Jahier was rapporteur on the 
Opinion on Culture in international relations and he assured the audience 
that culture will be one of the cornerstones of his EESC presidency man-
date : ‘Culture and cultural heritage will be explored as a driver of sustain-
able growth, of inclusive, open and changing societies and of our Europe-
an identities, driven by democratic principles and values’. 

Europe III

Speakers of this opening session included Boil BANOV (Minister of Culture of the Republic of Bulgaria), 
Amelia GESHEVA (Deputy Minister of Culture of the Republic of Bulgaria), Tibor NAVRACSICS (European 
Commissioner for Education, Culture, Youth and Sport), Ivan TOTEV (Mayor of Plovdiv), Mircea DIACONU 

(MEP, Vice-Chairman of the CULT Committee), Babette WINTER (Member of the European Committee 
of Regions, State Secretary for Culture and Europe in the Thuringia State Chancellery), Dr. Giuliana DE 

FRANCESCO (Vice-Chair of the Steering Committee for Culture, Heritage and Landscape, Council of Europe), 
Sneška QUAEDVLIEG-MIHAILOVIĆ (Secretary General, Europa Nostra), Carsten PALUDEN-MÜLLER 

(Former Director of the Norwegian Institute for Cultural Heritage Research) 



Congratulations to NCDP Greece and to its President 
Mr. Vardakastanis for having been awarded on 
23rd of March by UNHCR for the submission of the 
winning idea ‘Integrating Children with Disabil-
ities’ of the ‘Project Urban Refugee Children-In-
novation Challenge’ in the framework of the pro-
gramme ‘Designing Together: Strengthening 
Refugees with Disabilities’. 

Press release:
http://esamea.gr/pressoffice/press-releases/3756-mi-gia-tin-esamea-i-
brabeysi-apo-tin-ypati-armosteia-toy-oie-gia-toys-prosfyges 

Group III Members in the Spotlight playing a key role

Krzysztof BALON (PL) 
Working Community of Associations of Social Organizations 
(WRZOS)
Co-Spokesperson of the Social Economy Category
Member of the Various Interests’ Group 

fi-compass ESF Conference
8 March 2018

The conference organized by the European Commission and the European 
Investment Bank, provided an unique opportunity to present the EESC posi-
tions on the role of the EU funding in strengthening the EU social dimen-
sion under the new MFF to more than 200 senior representatives of ESF man-
aging authorities from all EU Member States and regions.

In a panel discussion with Ms Andriana Sukova, Deputy Director-General of 
DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion and with further senior represent-
atives of the European Commission as well as of the European Investment Bank 
and the European Investment Fund, Mr Krzysztof Balon stressed the respon-
sibility of the Member States for the 
effectively using of the EU funding for 
the implementation of the European 
Pillar of Social Rights in close cooper-
ation with civil society organizations 
and emphasized the prominent role 
of the social economy in providing 
affordable, high quality social services 
of general interests.

Since 2016, the Portuguese Govern-
ment introduced two advancements 
for persons with disabilities. The 
measures focused on targeted social 
benefits and on independent living. 
The objective is to move away from 
institutionalization to empowering 
individuals through new measures 
recently introduced. 

Ioannis Vardakastanis said: “Reforms are needed on how people receive their 
social benefits and on the way the disability assessment system works, espe-
cially the medical analysis which as it stands may be acting against the UN-
CRPD guidelines. The assessment should be based on needs, not on the level of 
disabilities - this is the human rights approach”.

Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EL) 
National Confederation of Disabled People (ESAEA)
Currently Vice President of the Various Interests’ Group

Disability rights 
Lisbon, 19-21 March 

As part of the work of EESC Permanent Study Group on Disability rights, a fact 
finding mission was undertaken to Lisbon, Portugal 19-21 March 2018, 
to look at the situation for persons with disabilities following the crisis and the 
subsequent austerity measures. 

Ioannis Vardakastanis from Greece, vice president of the Various Interest 
Group, president of European Disability Forum and the Greek Confederation of 
Disabled People, Irene Petraitiene representing the Workers Group and Madi 
Sharma representing the Employer’s Group, met with a range of civil society 
organisations to understand the challenges. A high level meeting was held with 
Ana Sofia Antunes, Secretary of State, under which Disability Policy falls with-
in the Government.

In his concluding remarks, he recalled what the young pupils who came to the 
EESC event Your Europe Your Say underlined: ‘European cultural heritage is 
essential for our future. Through discovering different cultures, searching for 
a European dimension in them and learning from each other, we can really 
feel our unique European culture, which is diverse but also shared, and which 
unites us’. 

  
In the margins of this international conference on cultural heritage, Mr Jahier 
had the opportunity to exchange views on the new European agenda for Cul-
ture with European Commissioner T. Navracsics and on the future of Europe 
and on Plovdiv being the next Capital of culture with the Bulgarian Minister 
of Culture Boil Banov. 

Meeting with the Vice-President of the European 
Parliament Mairead McGuinness – 21 March 

On 21 March Luca Jahier had a fruitful meeting with the first Vice-President of 
the European Parliament, Mairead McGuinness. They had interesting discus-
sions on Brexit, the Irish border, the future of Europe as well as on the ways the 
cooperation between the EESC and the EP could be strengthened. 

Mr Jahier took the opportunity to thank MEP McGuinness for her strong com-
mitment and devotion for a Europe of values and close to citizens. 



At its Plenary session on 14-15 March 2018 the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) adopted the 
following opinions for which Group III members were Rapporteurs or Co-Rapporteurs. 

Bernardo HERNÁNDEZ BATALLER (ES) 
Association of Communication Users (AUC)
Member of the Various Interests Group

INT/836 – Tackling illegal content online  

The EESC stresses the importance of technology neutrality and of coherence 
between rules that apply online and offline in equivalent situations.
 
Appropriate measures should be taken by the Commission against the grow-
ing presence of violent and/or discriminatory messages on platforms, stressing 
the importance of protecting vulnerable people and children and combating 
all forms of racism, sexism, incitement to terrorism and harassment, including 
in the digital environment. Particular attention should be paid to the effec-
tiveness of actions taken in relation to online platforms based outside the EU.

Consideration should be given to the possibility of reviewing the content of 
the E-Commerce Directive, the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive and the 
Directive on Misleading and Comparative Advertising, so as not to spread un-
certainty among economic agents or limit access to digital services.

Press release: https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/press-releases/
what-not-allowed-real-world-must-also-be-no-go-virtual-world

Mindaugas MACIULEVIČIUS (LT) 
Representative of the Chamber of Agriculture
of the Republic of Lithuania
Currently Vice-President of the Various Interests’ Group 

INT/837 – Mid-term review of the Copernicus 
programme 

The EESC:
• welcomes the results achieved so far by the Copernicus programme
• considers the participation of civil society in the definition of spatial strate-

gies and programmes indispensable and declares its interest and willingness 
to play an active role for establishing a real European Space Community

• welcomes specially designated Masters programmes, supporting some Eu-
ropean university students studying for a Masters’ degree on Copernicus

• hopes that priority will be given to European launchers to protect European 
industry against unfair practices through the principle of reciprocity

• welcomes the governance model adopted for the Copernicus programme, 
in particular the creation of the user forum

• recommends strengthening security safeguards to ensure data protection 
from increasingly frequent attacks and speeding up programmes aimed at 
cleaning up debris and satellites that are no longer operational

• advocates greater involvement of the financial system and investors in 
space activities

• recommends keeping and possibly reinforcing funding for the Copernicus 
programme

Kinga JOÓ (HU) 
Vice-President of the National Association
of Large Families
Member of the board of the National Cooperation Fund
Member of the Various Interests Group 

SC/049 – Regulation on the European citizens’ initiative

The EESC:
• welcomes all the improvements aimed at facilitating the ECI procedure
• also welcomes the launch of the online collaborative platform and of the 

EU-wide communication campaign aimed at raising awareness of the exist-
ence and utility of the ECI;

• believes that a single registration decision should be maintained
• also advocates for detailed and clear reasons for all Commission’s decisions 

to refuse registration of an initiative, be it a partial or complete refusal
•  makes several recommendations concerning the importance of sharing the 

responsibility for giving more visibility and impact to the ECIs 
• recommends that a proper follow-up is given to the successful ECIs
• commits itself to preparing the EESC contribution for the public hearing 

based on the relevant ECI presentation in its plenary session
• believes that the review period for the ECI should remain at 3 years and not 

be extended to 5, given the importance of the ECI for EU democracy and its 
recent introduction

News regarding this opinion: https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/
news/eci-must-become-powerful-tool-citizen-participation 

Europe III
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Carlos TRIAS PINTÓ (ES)  
Spanish Union of Consumer Cooperatives 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

ECO/443 – Completing the Banking Union   

The EESC:
• welcomes the new set of measures proposed by the European Commis-

sion to complete the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) and move 
towards an optimal monetary zone

• supports the various proposed goals for reinforcing the Single Supervi-
sory Mechanism (SSM) and the Single Resolution Mechanism (SRM)

• welcomes that the present communication provides scope for a broader 
discussion and for a phased approach to implementing the European 
Deposit Insurance Scheme (EDIS)

• underlines that the national deposit guarantee schemes that are respon-
sible for covering losses should still be given full attention

• underlines the importance of the immediate operability of the European 
Monetary Fund

• emphasises that the improvement and consolidation of the pillars of 
the Banking Union and the application of the Single Rulebook must go 
hand-in-hand with implementation by the financial industry of the SDG 
2030 and the Paris commitments on climate change

• reiterates its commitment to a diverse financial ecosystem 

News regarding this opinion: https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/
news/eesc-urges-momentum-be-kept-implementing-banking-union 

Mihai IVAŞCU (RO)
Romanian Chamber of Commerce and Industry  
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

ECO/450 – Support to structural reforms in the 
Member States  

The EESC supports the proposal to increase the Structural Reform Support 
Programme (SRSP) budget and to include a dedicated reform delivery tool 
for the “reform commitments” and underlines that priority should go to the 
reforms that have direct spill-over effects on the other Member States. 

The EESC reiterates its support for structural reforms geared towards so-
cial and economic development, including institutional capacity-building 
to improve administrative quality. The EESC underlines the importance of a 
clear strategy at EU level to monitor the progress and the level of devel-
opment in each Member State while providing guidelines for the alloca-
tion of funds, taking into consideration convergence criteria. 

Special attention should be given to non-euro area Member States that 
are on track to join the euro area. 

Finally, the EESC endorses the intention to provide the new reform tool 
with its own dedicated financing mechanism in the post-2020 multiannual 
framework.

Michael McLoughlin (IE)   
Head of advocacy and communications
at Youth Work Ireland
Member of the Various Interests Group  

SOC/558 – Employment guidelines  

The EESC welcomes the draft employment guidelines and their alignment 
with the European Pillar of Social Rights. A greater balancing of the mac-
roeconomic rules and a Social Europe should be done, and there is a need 
for a proper social investment package as part of a European growth and 
investment programme worth 2% of GDP.

Provisions on innovative forms of work should ensure there is no link to 
greater casualisation of work as this can be sometimes assumed. Action on 
youth unemployment needs to be maintained, particularly guaranteed 
funding for the Youth Guarantee and the further development of a “Skills 
Guarantee”, and long-term unemployment must continue to be a focus.

The position of people with disabilities must be seen from a rights-based 
perspective but also with practical mainstream measures in the employment 
field with a particular emphasis on combatting discrimination as set out in the 
Treaties.

Provisions on gender equality need to feature in each guideline and there 
needs to be a strong focus on issues of low pay in addressing the gender pay 
gap. 

Migrants and refugees should be specifically mentioned in the guide-
lines.

Giuseppe GUERINI (IT) 
Member of the Presidential Council of Confcooperative
National President of Federsolidarietà-Confcooperative   
Member of the Various Interests’ Group 

ECO/442 – VAT Reform Package (I) 

The EESC considers that the current EU VAT system reduces and distorts 
trade and investment by creating unnecessary and extensive administra-
tive burdens and trade barriers for businesses.

The Committee considers that tax authorities should investigate how up-
coming technologies can contribute to the fight against VAT fraud. Dig-
ital technologies can also be a helpful tool for simplifying the administrative 
burden on both businesses and tax administrations, bringing the necessary 
transparency. In particular Member States should create appropriate fora for 
the exchange of best practices in revenue collection and on how to de-
velop technologies to facilitate proper tax collection in cross-border trade 
situations. 

It underlines the importance of tax neutrality between different compa-
nies, pointing out that VAT payments should not be allowed to adversely af-
fect the liquidity of some businesses. 

The EESC considers it important for the Commission to carry out a compre-
hensive regulatory impact assessment aimed at ascertaining – including in 
quantitative terms – the practical implications of the action plan on VAT as 
a whole for individuals, businesses and tax authorities.

The complete texts of all EESC opinions are available in various language versions on the Committee’s website:
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions

http://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions
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OUR GROUP’S STRENGTH
On 8 March the “Voluntary Sector” category held its first meeting. Members elected the 
spokesperson of the category, Mr Cristian Pîrvulescu, member of Group III (RO) for the 
next term of office until September 2020. The category also had a broad discussion on the 
scope of its activities, the themes to be tackled and the working methods. “Value of 
values”, the post-2020 Multiannual Financial Framework and financing of NGOs, 
women’s rights and gender equality are amongst the topics on which the category will 
concentrate. The next meeting should be held on 7 June. 

On 8 March the Social Economy Category held its first meeting of the year, 
during which the two co-Spokespersons, Messrs Balon and Coheur, were 
re-elected for the second half of the five-year mandate (April 2018 to October 
2020). Following a presentation of recent developments in the social econ-
omy by Ms Ulla Engelmann, Head of Unit in DG Internal Market, Industry, 

Entrepreneurship and SMEs at the European Commission, the Members of the Category ex-
changed views with a group of visitors from the Czech Republic. The latter presented con-
crete cases of social economy enterprises in the Czech Republic and recent legislative devel-
opments. A discussion was also held among the Members, on the draft work programme 
of the Category for 2018.  

The first meeting of the Farmers Category took place on 4 April 2018 and 
was chaired by Mr John Bryan. In the morning, a debate on the future of 
CAP, new objectives and delivery models of CAP took place at the presence of 
Ms Florence Buchholzer, Adviser Foresight and Impact Assessment, “Strat-
egy, Simplification and Policy Analysis”, DG Agriculture and Rural Develop-

ment and Ms Christiane Kirketerp, Policy Coordinator in the unit “Rural Development Pol-
icy conception and consistency”, DG Agriculture and Rural Development.

In the afternoon, the members had an update on the current study group “The future of food 
and farming” and re-elected Mr John Bryan as spokesperson of the Farmers Category for 
the mandate 2018-2020. 

	  

CULTURAL EVENT
The exhibition “The Cyrillic Alphabet - the New Alphabet in the European Union” marks the 
Bulgarian Presidency of the EU Council and commemorates the decade since the country’s acces-
sion to the European family. 

This exhibition is the outcome of a project carried out by the National Acad-
emy of Art with the Ministry of Culture, as part of Bulgaria’s EU Communica-
tion strategy. The project was curated by Professor Kiril Gogov, who put the 
idea of capturing and illustrating the historical development of Bulgaria’s 
script practice by compiling student artworks from the Department of Book 
and Printed Graphics. 
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