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Séamus BOLAND (IE)
President, Diversity Europe Group
Poverty
is pervasive
Dear colleagues,
It is hard to be certain of
the exact consequences
that COVID-19 will exert
on the population of the
EU and as an extension
across the world. According to Eurostat, the
risk-of-poverty-rate of
people living within the
EU in 2019 was 21.1%.
This, they report, is the equivalent of 92.4 million people.1
Bearing in mind that the economic situation across the
EU will have exacerbated, as a result of the pandemic, it is
logical to fear that these numbers are set to rise considerably until a vaccine is found and we can all dream of returning
to what used to be known as normal. Preliminary estimates
forwarded by governments and their finance departments,
suggest that poverty will increase anywhere from an extra
10% to above 20%.
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We are also clear that when the post COVID-19 era arrives,
as we all hope it does soon, the recovery in economic
terms will be extremely difficult. Remember, a year ago EU
Member States were still struggling with the after effects
of the recent recession. Coupled with the adjustment costs
required by the implications of climate change and the
relatively high national debt - still being carried by many EU
countries- it was being loudly stated that the eradication of
poverty was still a long way off.
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While over 92 million are at risk of poverty, we know that
there are at least 20 million living in poverty. Unfortunately, such poverty brings with it strong institutional exclusion.
Exclusion from participation in education, adequate health
provision, housing and accommodation, not to mention the
many social interactions in activities such as sport, the arts
and family occasions. Poverty is pervasive. It attacks the person in a way that diminishes their humanity and forces them
into believing they are second class citizens. It is painful to
see children locked into such exclusion and prevented from
even dreaming of a better life.

It is in this context that Europe’s economic recovery will
need to adhere to the principle to ‘leave no one behind’.
There will be many calls on the EU and Member State governments to prioritise various economic sectors. In the last
recession, much energy was spent saving the banks at the
cost of the well-being of many families. Many of the people forced into poverty as a result of the recession remain
there and of course those already there were driven further
behind.
In the early years of our century much world attention was
placed on the eradication of poverty. World events led by
various celebrities such as BONO and others championed
the end of poverty. In the Europe 2020 much heralded
strategy, great store was laid on the objective that we could
eradicate poverty by 2020. While there were good achievements, the economic recession and now COVID-19 has set
all those goals right back to zero.
It must be recognised that the approach to the pandemic
by the EU and its Member States has been to minimise the
economic effects to people who have lost their jobs and
businesses. We still do not know the final consequences in
terms of losses. However, most economists are predicting
extremely high national debt, and a significant increase in
permanent unemployment. People affected by disability,
some of whom will have had to take a back seat in terms
of necessary treatment due to the demands on health
services to deal with the virus, are in danger of being left
behind. Translated in human terms the number at risk of or
who have slid into poverty will increase. Let’s not forget the
growing migrant population, who are generally suffering
the most, when it comes to poverty and social exclusion.
The challenge to civil society organisations associated
with the Diversity Europe Group range across all sectors.
Their work, while increasing in terms of demand, will be
hampered by a significant loss of resources. Losses, which
cannot easily be replenished. Yet the need for their presence
in communities will never be as high. Social economy based
organisations will be required to continue an increased
load of work. Groups involved in human and social rights
advocacy will be in greater demand.
In 2021 our Group will publish a study on the effects of
COVID-19 on our civil society organisations. This study will
inform us all on the challenges ahead and will clearly state

This issue:
Combatting poverty

With “Poverty and the role of civil society organisations in combatting it”
being the focus of my 2020-2023 presidency, I invited Members to submit
articles for this issue of the Diversity Europe Newsletter covering their ideas
for poverty reduction and related activities of their organisations. Having received an overwhelming number of contributions, both the current and the
January edition will focus on this issue.
Séamus Boland
President of the Diversity Europe Group
of the European Economic and Social Committee

1. Eurostat, Over 20% of EU population at risk of poverty
or social exclusion in 2019, https://europa.eu/!hr33xx
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the case of why civil society must always be included in the discussions
on European recovery. Their exclusion is in symbolic terms a representation of how people in poverty are continuously excluded from political
decision-making. Group III Members, all connected to organisations who
work and advocate for a Europe of strong values, will continue to demand
inclusion in all forums where the recovery is discussed. Our inclusion will
mean that the many recovery plans produced in 2021 will be much stronger
as a result and, more importantly, provide people pathways out of poverty.
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COMBATTING POVERTY
Social economy enterprises as an important tool to reduce poverty levels
PhD Miguel Ángel CABRA DE LUNA (ES)
Member of the Board of Directors and
President of the International Relations
Commission, Spanish Confederation of
Social Enterprises (CEPES)
Director of Alliances and Social and International Relations, Fundación ONCE
It is no accident that the first of the
17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) established by the Sustainable
Development Agenda adopted by the
UN in 20152 aims to end all forms of
poverty in the world. The fight against
poverty needs to be high on the EU’s
political agenda. Unfortunately, according to the Sustainable Development Goals Report 20203, “the pace
of global poverty reduction has been
decelerating” and it is estimated that
6% of the world’s population will still
be living in extreme poverty in 2030.
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Given that these projections pre-date
the COVID-19 emergency, which will
undoubtedly considerably exacerbate
this deceleration, it is essential to continue developing robust social
protection systems and safety
nets to reduce these figures. In this
regard, social economy enterprises,
which I represent at the EESC, are an
important tool. However, this is not
recognised as explicitly as it should

@ Mcimage, Shutterstock
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has developed to help achieve the objectives set by the Europe 2020 strategy, and it establishes that promoting
inclusive growth means stepping up
the fight against poverty, social
exclusion and discrimination in order
to ensure equal opportunities with regard to access to the labour market and
to take advantage of the social
economy’s potential. Since 2016,
CEPES has managed three calls for proposals under the POISES programme,
worth EUR 13.4 million.
PhD Miguel Ángel Cabra de Luna @ ONCE Foundation

be in policies to fight poverty. As such,
the first step should be to regard social
economy as an effective weapon that
developed societies can use to combat
this problem.
In Spain, we have taken a number of
steps at the Spanish Confederation of
Social Economy Enterprises (CEPES)4 to
help ensure that the social economy’s
importance in this regard is recognised.
One example of this is the Operational Programme for Social Inclusion and
Social Economy (POISES)5, for which
CEPES acts as an intermediary body.
This programme, which is co-financed
by the European Social Fund (ESF), is
one of the tools that the Spanish State

However, it should be noted that
there are social groups with specific
characteristics that may suffer from an
increased risk of falling into poverty.
Among these are people with disabilities, who account for 15% of the EU’s
population and whom I am particularly familiar with thanks to my employer, ONCE Foundation6. We know from
experience that combating poverty
requires a set of complementary
measures, including, to name but a
few: work integration programmes,
the mainstreaming of disability and
accessibility in all public policies,
awareness-raising measures and close
cooperation between civil society and
public authorities. All this needs to be
accompanied by sufficient funding
and a suitable regulatory framework,
which are essential for achieving a
truly transformative impact. In this
regard, we are working hand in hand
with the disability movement at both
national and EU level.
2. Sustainable Development Agenda, https://www.
un.org/sustainabledevelopment/
3. Sustainable Development Goals Report 2020,
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2020/TheSustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2020.pdf
4. Spanish Confederation of Social Economy
Enterprises, https://www.cepes.es/?lng=en
5. Operational Programme for Social Inclusion and
Social Economy, http://www.mites.gob.es/uafse/es/
po-completo/poises/index.htm#indicadores
6. ONCE Foundation, https://www.once.es/otraswebs/english

It is clear that the work carried out
in relation to the above-mentioned
courses of action will not permanently eradicate poverty, but there is no
doubt that, however much progress is
achieved, it will make a decisive contribution to reducing the severe economic damage and suffering caused
by the current pandemic, both of
which are being particularly keenly
felt by groups at risk of social exclusion
and poverty.

@ BackWood, Shutterstock
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Pursuing changes in national law can alleviate poverty throughout Europe

Lukáš Curylo @ EESC

People living in poverty in the Czech
Republic have long made up between
11 and 15% of the population, which
is relatively low compared with the
rest of the European Union. However, a large section of the population

(perhaps a third) lives just above the
income poverty threshold.
Caritas Czech Republic7 staff have
been committed to alleviating poverty and social exclusion for a long time.
This challenge has been made all the
more pressing in 2020 because of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
As a result of measures to counter the
pandemic, a lot of people have
temporarily or permanently lost
normal or seasonal jobs and
hence the income needed to live
a healthy and dignified life. If
people are working for the minimum
wage or just a bit over, they cannot
afford their basic necessities, let alone
save for a rainy day.

cial and health care and prevention. However, for a long time now
it has also been combating poverty
and social exclusion by monitoring
and directly influencing changes in
legislation by commenting on laws
and regulations and lobbying legislators. In so doing it is defending the
legitimate interests of the poor.
And our work has been fruitful. We
have managed to get the so-called
minimum wage increased in the
country every year. To get this
through we worked with trade unions
and employers’ associations.
We have managed to get welfare benefits paid as money rather than food
vouchers. On this we joined forces
with a raft of other non-profit organ-

Caritas Czech Republic’s centres provide direct help in matters of so-

diversity europe

Lukáš CURYLO (CZ)
Director, Caritas Czech Republic
Member of the Executive Board, Caritas
Europe

7. Caritas Czech Republic, https://www.charita.cz/en/
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isations that work to help people in
adverse situations. Unfortunately, we
have not managed so far to get changes that would enable people in difficulty get welfare payments at the time
they need them.
We have been successful in getting incremental changes in legislation to improve people’s access to debt relief and so stop them from falling into
long-term poverty, from which a return
to normal life is virtually impossible.
Caritas Czech Republic was in at the
inception of the “Platform for Debt Enforcement Reform”, which is active in
the area of debt relief legislation.

We are currently lobbying for a protected bank account for those
who are insolvent and for the
halting of long-running unsuccessful debt enforcement proceedings. We are trying to get into
law the principle of “one debtor –
one bailiff” to administer all enforcement proceedings against a debtor.
Acting in coalition with other
non-profit organisations, Caritas
Czech Republic is currently trying to
stop cuts to the European Social
Fund+ (ESF+) for 2021-2027 to
tackle poverty and social exclusion.
To this end, we are in contact with the
European Commission and with Czech
ministries and the prime minister.

At a time when the social situation of
many people has deteriorated significantly due to the COVID-19 outbreak,
we are looking for and submitting comments on changes in
legislation. We are negotiating better conditions for staff in the social services. We are commenting on
proposed amendments to the Social Services Act and working with
other providers to secure sufficient
funding from the Czech budget
every year to pay for social services. There is still unequal access to
subsidies between state-funded organisations and the non-profit sector.
We believe that pursuing changes
in the law as a way to tackle poverty
is not just a task for all national branches of Caritas in Europe. When enacted
in individual countries, legislation on
the minimum income, debt issues and
access to housing can significantly
alleviate poverty throughout Europe.
Take, for example, the current obligation to ratify the new European legislation on debt, which will cut the discharge time when filing an insolvency
petition from five years to three years.

Agriculture in a precarious situation in the Walloon Region
Ir. Marc DECOSTER (BE)
Vice-President, Walloon Federation of
Agriculture (FWA) of the provincial section of Walloon Brabant
Many farmers are still struggling
to make a living, even though
from the outside, they would appear to be privileged.
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What are the causes?
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For some decades now, the prices
of agricultural products have not
followed inflation. Who would have
thought that the selling price of grain
would still be close to what our fathers
received 40 years ago?

Marc Decoster @ EESC

On the other hand, production
costs continue to multiply, 10, 20 and
40 times over!

The shortage of labour is also a huge
problem. Farmers’ spouses and partners have often left the farm to earn
an income and gain a level of security
that they could not get from farm work
(although in 2005 a proper social status was established for the assisting
spouse). In order to compensate for this
labour shortage, farmers have often opted to either modernise and over-equip
(very expensive) or to refocus their activities on solely working the land, which
brings the temptation to race to expand
their land (to make it profitable to have
increasingly expensive high-tech, large
machinery). Over-indebtedness of
farms is a real problem.

The succession of crises (droughts,
surplus production, market volatility,
African swine fever, the dioxin crisis,
avian influenza, etc.) have made farm
incomes more precarious and less certain. More than ever the flapping of
a wing at the other end of the world
has a direct impact here on farmers’
incomes.

The great diversity of our small continent and the wide variety of farm
types, while an asset, make fair implementation of European financial support a real headache.
The position of agriculture in the
food production chain is problematic: from the producer to the
final consumer, intermediaries always
pass down (to farmers) the difficulties encountered in marketing the
products. Thus, the difficulties that
have arisen in the marketing of products as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic have been directly passed on
to producer prices (while the costs of
the other players have always been
covered). Agriculture and farm-gate
prices constitute for our buyers the
“adjustment margin”; what goes to
the farmer is “what’s left”. For centuries and all over the world, this has
been the lot of primary producers.
The constant and growing calling into
question of agriculture is also a major
cause of the psychological poverty
of the farming community. Who would
accept being held responsible almost
every day for the slightest event on
earth? The finger is pointed at farmers
for greenhouse gases, pollution, coronavirus, climate change, floods, animal
welfare, cancer, road accidents, health
crises, cardiovascular diseases, etc.

@ sima, Shutterstock

How do remedies and solutions look
like?
Do not think that the farming community
is resigned and passive in the face of this.
For more than 15 years, the UAW Support Group (Walloon Female Farmers’
Union8) has been running a peer-topeer “listening and support service” for all (male and female) farmers.
Trained volunteer women farmers are
there to help, on request, in a wide variety of areas and on an ad hoc basis (initial consultation, filing of papers, help
with decision-making, etc.). AGRICALL9
(a regional body) complements this
support service with psychologists, accountants and lawyers.
Agricultural unions are working day
in day out to improve the situation by
providing wide-ranging information and training for young people
(but not exclusively); watching out
for the opportunities to be harnessed by its members, advising as
best it can through the maze of regulations, and by taking part in numerous discussions on issues that
directly affect farms; some examples:
• distribution of CAP payments, redistributive payments for small farms;
10

• farm tenancy reform, which still
protects the farmer over time;
• support for the livestock sector, which
remains the most dependent on European coupled aid (90% for meat);

• improving the position of farmers
in food chains and producer-processor-consumer relations;
• supporting and guiding the transition in labour for agriculture, which
should be better paid for (simply...)
preserving the environment;
• demands regarding the creation (or
re-creation) of a system for the management of quantities for milk production;
• combating the diversion of land,
“our work tool”, as a safe haven for
private or foreign investors, making
it impossible for ordinary local producers to access it;
• encouraging banks to provide loans
with suspension of capital repayments in the event of a crisis;
• encouraging the “smart and profitable”
diversification of farms: tourist accommodation, educational farms, local production, on-farm processing, new lines
of agricultural products, organic farming, short supply chains, farm shops;
• in addition, guidance on improving
production systems to make them
more efficient and resilient.
During this time of the COVID-19 crisis,
we hope that our fellow citizens and
leaders will understand that the time has
come to take action, of whatever sort, to
keep local and diverse farming alive so
as to ensure genuine food sovereignty.
8.
UAW
Support
Group,
https://www.
uniondesagricultriceswallonnes.be/groupe-de-soutien
9. AGRICALL, http://www.agricall.be/
10. CAP = Common Agricultural Policy
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(Unfair) competition between “indigenous” local food and products and
products imported from (EU or nonEU) countries where the production
conditions are not the same (health,
labour conditions, environmental
standards, etc.) is another reason.
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We need a focus on disability as a cross-cutting issue
Sif HOLST (DK)
Vice Chairperson,
Disabled People’s Organisations Denmark (DPOD)11
We promised to end poverty with the
Sustainable Development Goals12. But
with the COVID-19 outbreak, this goal
challenges us more than ever. When
our health is affected it puts us at further risk of poverty, and with far too
many jobs being lost, we are moving
further away from our goal of ending
poverty. A lot of initiatives are being
launched these days to combat this,
but in this opinion piece I would like to
share some examples of why we need
to make disability a cross-cutting issue
if we want to fulfil our promise.
Health
Some researchers have called the
ongoing pandemic the inequality
pandemic. And at a Danish national
conference on inequality in health, a
Danish expert, Professor Diderichsen,
spoke about the pandemic being an
example of the inequality of health,
with its: 1. unequal exposure; 2. unequal vulnerability; 3. unequal course
of the disease; and 4. unequal social
consequences. Those who are most
vulnerable are the most affected. Pre-existing conditions make you
more vulnerable, more likely to have a
more severe course of the disease and
more at risk of suffering social consequences, e.g. losing your job. And
Professor Diderichsen concluded that

Sif Holst

on all four points, we as societies can
make a difference and ensure more
equality.
People with a disability have
been hard hit by the ongoing
pandemic, being extra vulnerable
to the disease, but also because other health services are being affected,
with operations cancelled, and rehabilitation postponed. And when your
health is affected negatively, you are
likely to experience a rise in short- and
long-term medical costs and you will
find yourself further from the labour
market.
Employment
The US Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that one million people with a
disability have lost their job during the
pandemic, amounting to one in five
workers with a disability. In the general population, one in seven people
have lost their job. We know that it is
more difficult to find a job if you have
a disability, making the situation even
more difficult.
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During the pandemic, working from
home has been a vital tool, and that
prompted the Central Disability Council of Denmark to ask employers about
their experiences. Some 59% of the
employers who responded said that
they would be likely to employ a person on the basis of fully or partially
working from home. But if that person
had a physical disability, only 31% of
@ Drazen Zigic, Shutterstock
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those asked said it was likely that they
would employ that person, and if the
potential employee had a psychosocial disability the number fell all the
way to 20%.
Employment is one of our main
tools when combating poverty.
But the odds are against you if you
have a disability: we must keep this in
mind in our efforts.
Leaving no one behind
According to the UN Disability and
Development Report, people with
disabilities disproportionately
experience poverty, partly due to
“numerous barriers to their full inclusion and participation in the life of
their communities”. And it adds that
“the proportion of persons with disabilities living under the national or international poverty line is higher, and
in some countries double, than that
of persons without disabilities”.13 And
yet, even though the World Health
Organization estimates that 15% of
people worldwide have a disability,
an analysis by Development Initiatives
shows that “since 2012, just 0.1% of all
international aid has been allocated to
projects with a primary disability component”.
We need to combat poverty and we
need to do it together, but unless we
focus on disability as a cross-cutting
issue we will never reach our goals of
ending poverty and ensuring that no
one is left behind.

11. Disabled People’s Organisations Denmark
(DPOD), https://handicap.dk/
12. UN Sustainable Development Goals, https://sdgs.
un.org/goals
13. UN Disability and Development Report,
h t t p s : / / w w w. u n . o r g / d e v e l o p m e n t / d e s a /
dspd/2019/04/un-disability-and-developmentrepor t-realizing-the -sdgs-by-for-and-withpersons-with-disabilities/#:~:text=The%20UN%20
Disability%20and%20Development%20Report%20
%E2%80%93%20Realizing,Agenda%20for%20
Sustainable%20Development%20at%20the%20
global%20level

Liberal Professions’ Contribution to UN Sustainable Development Goal 1
Rudolf KOLBE (AT)
Vice-President, Diversity Europe Group
President, Austrian Federal Conference
of the Liberal Professions
President, Austrian Federal Chamber of
Architects and Chartered Engineers

Rudolf Kolbe

The pandemic is sending shockwaves
across the world and at this point it
is far from clear how and when it will
end. While the COVID-19 outbreak
affects everybody, some are hit harder than others because of their geographical location or position in society. Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG) Target 1.5 describes this as “the

need to increase the resilience of the
poor and those in vulnerable situations and reduce their exposure and
vulnerability to shocks and disasters”.14
Within their core areas of practice,
liberal professions in Austria
contribute to SDG Target 1.5 by,
for example, undertaking pro bono
work as lawyers, giving those on low
income legal assistance and helping
them to understand the law and avoid
crime and poverty. Doctors and other
medical professions address a range of
factors that contribute to poverty und
help patients to combat these and so
improve their lives and increase resilience. Engineering consultants, to give
a further example, have a key role in
supporting the growth and development of essential infrastructure such
as roads, railways, bridges, dams,
waste management, water supply
and sanitation, and energy and digital
networks. They are responsible for developing and implementing technologies and systems that help achieve
SDG 1 in relation to water, energy, en-

@ fizkes, Shutterstock

vironment, natural disaster resilience
and other areas, benefiting people
and the planet with greater prosperity
and better quality of life.
The liberal professions in Austria can be “ambassadors” for the
SDGs through their daily work all over
the country – and not just in big cities
– and by spreading knowledge from
their practice into local communities.
Given the diversity of the liberal professions, we have an impact on many
of the targets set by the SDGs. In this
time of crisis, the SDGs can serve as a
useful guide to action.

Self-employed people living in poverty: an often forgotten group
Ronny LANNOO (BE)
General Adviser, UNIZO, Belgian union
of self-employed entrepreneurs

Causes
Ronny Lannoo @ EESC

ing their own problems as far as possible.
Public awareness of business problems
is perceived as bad publicity for their
business, something to be ashamed of,
and thus they either delay or completely
avoid seeking appropriate support.
The figures
However, the numbers don’t lie. In my
country, Belgium, income inequality

There are a range of reasons why
self-employed people get into difficulty. Poor management is at the
forefront. A good craftsman is not automatically a good business manager.
Starting without a solid business
plan for financing, rent, market research, and costs versus benefits is
another common cause. But there are
14. UN Sustainable Development Goal Target 1.5,
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal1
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Combating poverty is a priority for the
EESC and Group III in particular. The focus is often, rightly, on disadvantaged
sections of society: people born and
raised in very difficult circumstances.
The self-employed are often associated with “making a fast buck” and success. This caricature overshadows the
many challenges entrepreneurs face.
Self-employment always goes
hand in hand with personal, family
and financial risks, in both the business and the private sphere. If things
goes wrong, (hidden) poverty is often
not far away. That this situation is often
neglected is also due to the fact that
self-employed workers are used to solv-

is highest among the self-employed.
Some 12.7% of self-employed
people live below the poverty
line. Entrepreneurs who have had their
own business for less than five years are
the worst affected, especially in services, hospitality and agriculture.
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many other causes, such as illness,
divorce, late payers, bankruptcy of a
large customer, problems with repaying loans, and no longer being able to
pay social security contributions.
But there are also issues that the
self-employed are unable to do anything about themselves. For example,
disruptions in public works that
make it difficult or no longer possible
to access a business, natural disasters,
floods. The coronavirus crisis is also a
dramatic example here. It resulted in
many businesses having to close overnight. Despite the government support provided, it is certainly very difficult for younger self-employed people
with little reserves and ongoing costs
to survive. If things go wrong, the
whole family often runs into difficulty,
together with the staff. In addition, the
bankruptcy of a single trader triggers a
chain reaction among suppliers,
who are often self-employed too. Indeed, the European Union is forecasting an additional wave of bankruptcies this year and next year due to the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Measures
An assessment is useful and necessary. But how can we reduce poverty
among the self-employed?

@ Drazen Zigic, Shutterstock

First, we need to recognise the problem and make it possible to discuss it:
less fearfulness, more prevention, and
make it easier to seek help. In particular,
business associations should not
wait passively, but should seek out,
literally and figuratively, entrepreneurs
in difficulty, and promote widely what
they offer. Prevention is also better
than cure here.
In my country, Belgium, everyone can,
in principle, start their own business
without many conditions. Our SME organisation, UNIZO15, has thus invested
heavily in a start-up service with
training, upskilling and coaching
in business management.

bankruptcies. Arrears in social security contributions is one such red flag.
With due justification, a self-employed
person may be granted a deferral of
payment in that case. Moreover, in Belgium there is a form of bankruptcy insurance and an insurance scheme to
bridge temporary payment problems.
During the COVID-19 crisis, a number of
these measures have been expanded
and strengthened. Finally, our organisation started up DYZO16 ten years ago.
This service supports self-employed
people in major difficulties or bankruptcy. Legal and socio-economic
guidance and psychological support are provided towards either a
new start-up or a job as an employee.

Early detection of problems via red
flags can also prevent many

Youth Services Combatting Poverty under SDG 1

DECEMBER 2020

Michael Mc Loughlin (IE)
Head of Advocacy and Communications, Youth Work Ireland17
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Local youth services in Ireland have
a long record of dealing with poverty and exclusion faced by young
people. Youth Services are free and
accessible to all young people. Historically local volunteers identified
the needs of the most disadvantaged
locally. In more recent times the State
has supported dedicated paid youth
workers to assist in this. Indeed, the

European Social Fund has often part
funded this work where there are employment outcomes such as with Juvenile Justice projects.
Preventative work in areas like drug
misuse and those coming into contact
with law enforcement are focussed on
the poorest communities and early
school leaving is almost a guaranteed

Michael Mc Loughlin @ EESC

15. UNIZO, https://www.unizo.be/
16. DYZO, https://www.dyzo.be/
17. Youth Work Ireland, https://www.
youthworkireland.ie/

marker for poverty and exclusion in
the future. Second chance education
and building greater resilience, are key
values in this work. Separately a large
number geographically based youth
projects focus on specific communities with poor social and economic
indicators.
Poverty and disadvantage also fuel
mental health issues for young
people coupled with family and education issues. Local Youth Services also
provide support in this area. This can
be in the general outcomes of association and critical adult relationships.
More formally youth services can also
offer direct counselling for young people in need.
Voluntary work remains central
to addressing young people from
poor households and this can be more
common in rural areas. Universal access to drop in style services like youth
centres and youth cafes also plays a
huge role and it is important that
young people suffering from
poverty experience youth work
in a mixed, rather than segregated environment. Keeping up with
the changing nature of young peoples’
lives is of course critical. The day to day
offer of activities needs to resonate
with young people and youth culture
and work in the new online world.
Similarly, greater diversity in provision is growing and new populations
like refugees and asylum seekers need
specific attention.

for all young people. Irish law sets out
a clear role of the voluntary and community sector and this is important.
Despite state funding, voluntary organisations have the local knowledge
and connections to make the difference in this and other areas.
Advocacy for young people is
also a key way to ensure the delivery
of better services to combat poverty
amongst young people. This needs to
start at an early age and maintaining
young people in education as long as
possible is key. Today the advocacy
and governance of youth organisations needs to be led by young people
themselves, with youth organisations
in a supporting role. In advocacy work
particularly we need to pay attention to hearing the voice of the

most disadvantaged rather than
those always who have a good education and family background. We also
have to advocate to maintain the centrality of the voluntary organisation
in this area and to make a variety of
services more receptive and inclusive
of young people. More and more critical services must establish their own
methods of youth participation to ensure this themselves.

@ Youth Work Ireland

The best way to deliver on the Sustainable Development Goal 1 is to ensure
that State services and approaches are
joined up and working together to
deliver a broad range of services such
as health, employment and education

diversity europe

While voluntary effort is central and
the State is supporting a lot of work,
youth services have had to diversify
their funding base and increasingly
private sector and EU funding needs
to be leveraged in to this work.

@ Youth Work Ireland
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This dream is better than the “American Dream”
Klaas Johan OSINGA (NL)
Senior International Affairs Advisor,
LTO Nederland

Klaas Johan Osinga @ EESC

“Donald Trump is our man. He knows
what business wants.” That’s what my
cousin told me when we visited him
in Michigan last year, and I have seen
him campaigning on Facebook over
the last few weeks in view of the US
presidential elections. I thought I understood a bit about the US, but I had
never been to the “swing state” of
Michigan before.

DECEMBER 2020

My first encounter with the US was
the book The Grapes of Wrath (1939),
which I read at school and in which
John Steinbeck paints a masterful picture of the struggles of a poor family
of farmers from Oklahoma who flee to
the promised land of California during
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@ Philip Pilosian, Shutterstock

the Great Depression. It is a political
and journalistic novel that depicts how
misguided the concept of the American Dream is. Yes, people have a lot of
dreams, but those dreams are very
different. Some expect a lot from
the government, while others want to
get away from it; urbanites and country-dwellers. And so, in November, the
map of the US was once again painted
red and blue.
The polarisation is enormous;
the dream is becoming a nightmare.
In my work, this is impacting farmers
and horticulturalists, due to the major influence on international markets. Trump has unleashed a stream
of trade wars, but since 2018 he has
also handed out more than USD 50
billion to American farmers, especially in red states in the Midwest. As a
result, many farmers have remained
loyal to Trump. They and many others
are looking for a moral compass they
can rely on, personally and professionally, but governments and politics are
losing people’s trust, especially among
disadvantaged groups. COVID-19 is
exacerbating divides, with vulnerable people being particularly badly affected. Food banks are working
overtime, while finding it harder to
get hold of healthy products. And so
there is a threat of a second pan-

demic: one of poverty. At a recent
DG AGRI18 “outlook” conference, the 70
or so participants (economists, market
specialists and lobbyists) were asked
how long the recovery would take:
until 2021, 2022, 2023? The majority
thought it would take at least three
years.
If people lose confidence in the government, the European Union bears
the brunt of that: Brussels is remote,
technocratic, hopeless at communicating, and therefore vulnerable to
populists. It’s unfortunate, because it
means we are nowhere to be found in
the struggle between China and the
US for global hegemony. We have no
influence over what happens in those
countries.
So let’s talk about something we can
influence: European cooperation.
And if governments fail in this, what
can businesses do themselves? For
example, as of 4 November, the US
has formally withdrawn from the
Paris Agreement19, but businesses
can set a good example by working together transparently. Producing healthy food and plants, for a fair
price, respecting the climate, environment and animal welfare: that’s a
dream I can certainly talk about with
my cousin.

18. DG AGRI is the European Commission’s
Directorate-General for agriculture and rural
development
19. Paris Agreement, https://unfccc.int/process-andmeetings/the-paris-agreement/what-is-the-parisagreement

The social sector provides a cushion and a compass for the most vulnerable
Edgar VILARES DIOGO (PT)
Administrative Expert,
Union of Portuguese Mutual Societies
(UMP)

Mutual societies are an integral part of
the social economy, which accounts for
3 % of the national economy and 6.1 %
of paid employment in Portugal; they
are to be found throughout Portugal and
have health, welfare and social protection aims, in this case organising
and managing social support equipment
and services. Guided by the principles
of freedom, democracy, equality, independence, solidarity and co-responsibility, they have been operating over seven
centuries, demonstrating exemplary resilience and adaptation to the challenges
that society can pose at any moment.
Mutualism is a social protection system
aimed at helping its members. It is a
form of economic organisation where
members are actively involved in
defining their own social protection, based on responsible solidarity, because by coming together to “mutualise”
the risks that affect the stability of their
incomes, by spreading costs fairly and
participating in the organisation of supplementary and welfare schemes, they
benefit from scale and solidarity.
According to Eurostat, 21.6 % of the
Portuguese population were at risk of
poverty last year, a higher proportion
than over the whole of the European Union (21.1 %). This indicator is expected to
worsen with the devastating effects that
the COVID-19 pandemic is having on
the economy, challenging the European
Union, Member States and social institutions to engage in efforts to ensure that
no one is left behind.

These institutions run food emergency programmes, through social canteens, which provide daily meals not
only to homeless people and/or those
with addiction problems, but also to
low income people and families.
Edgar Vilares Diogo @ EESC

Mutual societies’ action in support of vulnerable people has
three strands: prevention, support and integration.
In prevention, mutual societies provide
protection and welfare plans that
provide a cushion in times of hardship, not only by means of income, but
also by means of support with medical care and medicines. Moreover, in
health matters, the network of mutual
health clinics has provided a front-line
alternative to the Portuguese National
Health Service which, under pressure
from the COVID-19 pandemic, has had
difficulty in meeting the public’s needs
with the same degree of efficiency in
other pathologies.
Like the other social sector bodies —
charities, cooperatives and private
voluntary organisations — mutual
societies are on the front line, supporting those who are most vulnerable
by boosting social facilities and
solutions to meet the needs of
older people (homes, day-care centres,
home support services), children and
young people, actively participating
in municipal social networks and local

@ Tina Gutierrez, Shutterstock

Voluntary work promoted by mutual
societies involves, for example, running social shops that sell food, hygiene and cleaning products, clothing,
footwear and other essential goods, or
purchasing and delivering medicines
and basic goods to the homes of people with mobility problems and who
are isolated.
Mutual associations believe that emergency programmes are important
to help those who are the most economically and socially vulnerable, but
consider that the major challenge
is to put in place mechanisms and
tools for personal and professional empowerment, which lift these
people out of poverty and social exclusion on a long-term basis.
In this field, they have been developing, inter alia, mentoring and referral
programmes, empowerment programmes and training for integration,
seeking to equip vulnerable people
with personal, social and professional skills that help make a significant
change to their lives.
Mutual associations and social economy bodies do not close the door to
those in need. They provide a cushion
and a compass. They complement and
in some cases replace the State in assisting and protecting the most vulnerable sections of the population.

20. Union of Portuguese Mutual Societies,
https://mutualismo.pt/por tal/index.
php?page=main#conteudo
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The Portuguese Mutual Movement,
represented by the Union of Portuguese Mutual Societies20, has more
than one million members and 2.5
million beneficiaries, approximately a
quarter of the Portuguese population.

social assistance networks in order to
ensure coordinated, integrated action.

13

Consumer organisations in a quest to mitigate energy poverty
Solutions to Tackle Energy Poverty (STEP21)
is a project for developing measures to
address energy poverty across nine
European countries. The project is a collaborative initiative of eleven consumer and
research organisations from across the EU.
It aims to deliver direct advice to energy-poor consumers on more efficient
energy consumption, showing how
this can help them save money and
improve their health and well-being.
The project will also disseminate the
best practices and advocate for policy options that can alleviate energy
poverty.
STEP published its first set of policy recommendations outlining 13 ways to
tackle energy poverty. In a nutshell,
these are the measures STEP stands for:

@ Solarisys, Shutterstock

6. Providing low-income households
with social security support for energy expenditure.

1. Introducing a comprehensive
Energy Poverty Strategy in every
Member State.

7. Enforcing minimum building energy performance standards.

2. Ensuring coherent and consistent
national dialogue on energy poverty
issues.

9. Applying policies to address high
fuel prices.

3. Adopting an inclusive definition of
energy poverty.
4. Establishing an Energy Advisors’
Network.
5. Designating energy efficiency as
an infrastructure priority.

8. Avoiding regressive effects.

10. Providing cheaper energy via district heating and cooling.
11. Strengthening protection against
disconnections.

ing in Multi-Family Houses.
13. Proactively supporting the establishment of non-profit citizen energy communities and renewable
energy communities.
STEP partners promote these policy recommendations to their national/local
authorities. Three of our Members belong to consumer organisations taking
part in the STEP project. How do they advocate STEP’s policy recommendations?

12. Securing access to renewables, including for tenants and those livA snapshot of our Members’ national activities:
Bogomil NIKOLOV, Bulgaria
Executive Director, Bulgarian Active Consumers Association

DECEMBER 2020

The Bulgarian project partner, Bulgarian Active Consumers Association22, advocates for national authorities to simplify the procedures set by the Energy
Efficiency Directive (2012/27/EU), regulating the obligatory schemes for energy companies to achieve yearly energy savings of 1.5 per cent of annual sales
to final consumers.
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Bogomil Nikolov @ EESC

At present, savings have to be proved for every single flat individually, instead of the building as a whole, which makes the process very costly and
complicated. Easier demonstration of energy savings in private homes will allow obliged companies to support energy efficiency projects for energy-poor
households in the country.
21. STEP, https://www.stepenergy.eu/
22. Bulgarian Active Consumers Association, https://
aktivnipotrebiteli.bg/

Baiba MILTOVIČA, Latvia
President, EESC TEN section
International and EU Affairs Adviser, Latvian National Association for Consumer Protection (LPIAA)
Member, European Commission’s European Consumer Consultative Group (ECCG), subgroups
on Energy and Artificial Intelligence (AI), connected products and other new challenges
in product safety
Member of the Advisory Board, Latvian Public Utilities Commission

Baiba Miltoviča @ EESC

Due to the economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, which also affects the
solvency of households, the Latvian National Association for Consumer Protection (LPIAA23) is responding, participating in public consultations by the Public
Utilities Commission (PUC24).

Involving representatives of society in the decision-making process gives the Regulator an opportunity to obtain practical
information which can be provided by relevant individuals who are affected by the heating energy tariff issue.
In autumn 2020, heating energy tariffs were changed in several municipalities in Latvia, including Riga Municipality. The
total reduction of the heating energy tariff during the year has amounted to more than EUR 12 per megawatt hour,
or 23 per cent. It should be noted that the approved heating tariff is the lowest tariff in the last four years. This means
reduced heating bills for households.

Kęstutis KUPŠYS, Lithuania
Representative, Alliance of Lithuanian Consumer Organisations (Lietuvos vartotojų organizacijų aljansas)
The Alliance of Lithuanian Consumer Organisations (LVOA25) decided to enter into a close partnership with the Association of Lithuanian Social Workers,
which has about 1000 members – or every fourth social worker in the country.
The partnership will help reach the households that are most affected by energy poverty. It is social workers whom people trust when it comes to important
everyday issues. LVOA believes that this trust would be strengthened even
more if social workers provided advice to citizens who are confronted with
Kęstutis Kupšys @ EESC
energy poverty. The Alliance is set to launch a training programme: equipped
with relevant knowledge, social workers will be able to help families find solutions to their energy poverty problem.

23. Latvian National Association for Consumer
Protection, https://www.pateretajs.lv/
24. Public Utilities Commission, https://www.sprk.
gov.lv/en
25. Lithuanian Consumer Organisations, http://www.
lvoa.lt/en
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Unfortunately, unlike in other EU countries, there is no permanent network of energy advisers in Lithuania. The knowledge acquired by social workers will be an important step towards the creation of such a network. LVOA therefore
calls for energy-related advice to be recognised as an important service and listed in the Catalogue of Social Services.
The idea has been included in the National Energy and Climate Plan and has the support of the hierarchy of the Lithuanian Ministry of Social Security and Labour.
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HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE INAUGURAL PLENARY
SESSION OF THE NEW TERM OF OFFICE, HELD
ON OCTOBER 2020
EESC renewal: Diversity Europe Group Members took up new positions

DECEMBER 2020

Cillian Lohan is the new vice-president in charge of communication
at the EESC. Baiba Miltoviča took
over the presidency of the Section for
Transport, Energy, Infrastructure and
the Information Society (TEN26), while
Alain Coheur holds the presidency
of the Section for the Single Market,
Production and Consumption (INT27)
and Panagiotis Gkofas represents
the Diversity Europe Group as one of
the Committee’s Quaestors. During
the inaugural plenary session of the
EESC’s new term of office (2020-2025)
on 28 and 29 October, the plenary
appointed Members of the Diversity
Europe Group to different leadership
positions.
Ioannis Vardakastanis was appointed vice-president of the Section
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Inaugural plenary session @ EESC

for Economic and Monetary Union and
Economic and Social Cohesion (ECO28).
Bernd Schlüter took over the
vice-presidency of the INT Section and
John Comer is the new vice-president of the TEN Section. Ariane
Rodert was appointed as vice-president of the Section for Employment,
Social Affairs and Citizenship (SOC29).
Arnaud Schwartz took up the position of vice-president of the Section
for Agriculture, Rural Development
and Environment (NAT30), while Ionuţ
Sibian is the new vice-president of
the Section for External Relations
(REX31). Giuseppe Guerini became a
member of the bureau of the Committee’s Consultative Commission on Industrial Change (known by its French
acronym CCMI32, Commission consul-

tative des mutations industrielles).
Unlike EESC Members, who are elected
for a five-year term of office, the presidencies of the EESC, its sections and
other permanent and temporary bodies are elected for a period of two and a
half years, in rotation between the three
Groups which make up the EESC. New
presidencies usually start with the EESC
renewal and at the mid-term renewal.
The EESC’s 2020-2025 term of office started on 27 October. The new presidencies
will consequently last until April 2023.

26. EESC TEN Section, https://europa.eu/!kn94kX
27. EESC INT Section, https://europa.eu/!pK46ky
28. EESC ECO Section, https://europa.eu/!RD39rY
29. EESC SOC Section, https://europa.eu/!xW46cK
30. EESC NAT Section: https://europa.eu/!yq33B
31. EESC REX Section, https://europa.eu/!jX84ND
32. EESC CCMI, https://europa.eu/!fu46bN

Positions held by Diversity Europe Group Members during the 2020-2023 term:
Cillian Lohan – EESC Vice-President in charge of Communication
Baiba Miltoviča – President of the TEN Section
Alain Coheur – President of the INT Section
Panagiotis Gkofas – Quaestor
Ioannis Vardakastanis – Vice-President of the ECO Section
Bernd Schlüter – Vice-President of the INT Section
John Comer – Vice-President of the TEN Section
Ariane Rodert – Vice-President of the SOC Section
Arnaud Schwartz – Vice-President of the NAT Section
Ionuţ Sibian – Vice-President of the REX Section
Giuseppe Guerini – Member of the CCMI bureau
Louise Christina Grabo– President of the Digital Transition and Single Market Observatory33
Krzysztof Pater – Vice-President of the Labour Market Observatory34
Lutz Ribbe – President of the Sustainable Development Observatory35
Krzysztof Stanisław Balon – President of the thematic study group on Services of General Interest36
Simo Tiainen – President of the thematic study group on Energy37
Andreas Thurner – President of the thematic study group on Sustainable Food Systems38
Pietro Vittorio Barbieri – President of the thematic study group on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities39
Ioannis Vardakastanis – President of the EU-Euromed Follow-up Committee40
Ionuţ Sibian – President of the EU-Western Balkans Follow-up Committee41
Simo Tiainen – President of the EU-Russia Follow-up Committee42
Christian Moos – President of the EU-Transatlantic Relations Follow-up Committee43
Cristian Pîrvulescu – President of the ad hoc Group on Fundamental Rights and the Rule of Law44

Debate on the Recovery for the future of Europe – The role of the European
Economic and Social Committee, to mark the occasion of its new term of office
(2020-2025)

The exchange, which notably included
video messages from European Council president Charles Michel, European Commission president Ursula
von der Leyen, as well as statements
from European Parliament president
David Maria Sassoli and Committee of the Regions president Apostolos Tzitzikostas, focused on the way
in which civil society could play a role
in the response to the challenges that
the EU is facing. In their speeches, the

participants stressed the EESC’s capacity to reach out to citizens and to contribute to the construction of a more
sustainable society.
In her inauguration speech, the newly elected EESC president Christa
Schweng also highlighted the valuable input which can be provided

Jeremy Wates @ EESC

by organised civil society: “Handson experience of employers, workers,
consumers, farmers and NGOs is a
must to shape Europe for the better,”45
she said.
33. EESC Digital Transition and Single Market
Observatory, https://europa.eu/!Ud68ny
34. EESC Labour Market Observatory, https://europa.
eu/!Pm63qC
35. EESC Sustainable Development Observatory,
https://europa.eu/!Ht88Vb
36. EESC thematic study group on Services of General
Interest, https://europa.eu/!Rm34cF
37. EESC thematic study group on Energy, https://
europa.eu/!Hr98qR
38. EESC thematic study group on Sustainable Food
Systems, https://europa.eu/!Wm67Ju
39. EESC thematic study group on Rights of Persons
with Disabilities, https://europa.eu/!cF86Yt
40. EESC EU-EUROMED Follow-Up Committee,
https://europa.eu/!Qm96ud
41. EESC EU-Western Balkans Follow-up Committee,
https://europa.eu/!jN74Kf
42. EESC EU-Russia Follow-Up Committee, https://
europa.eu/!Rm78DW
43. EESC EU-Transatlantic Relations Follow-Up
Committee, https://europa.eu/!Rb33mF
44. EESC ad hoc group Fundamental Rights and the
Rule of Law, https://europa.eu/!gD79MT
45. EESC (29/10/2020), Speech at the inaugural EESC
plenary session, https://europa.eu/!Tv69Uf
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On the occasion of its inaugural
plenary session held in a hybrid
format on 27-29 October, the EESC
organised a debate on its role in the
Recovery for the Future of Europe, to which representatives of the
main EU institutions as well as EESC
Members and civil society stakeholders contributed.
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“fair and inclusive” and “based on the
EU’s core values of democracy and the
rule of law”.
On behalf of the Diversity Europe
Group, the keynote speakers were
Séamus Boland, Diversity Europe
Group president, and Cillian Lohan,
EESC vice-president for communication.

and of the impact of COVID-19 on society. He urged all Members to work
together and to apply their “imagination and (…) humanity to improving
the lives of [their] fellow citizens.”

Séamus Boland @ EESC

DECEMBER 2020

Jeremy Wates, Secretary General of
the European Environmental Bureau
(EEB), stressed that the COVID-19
pandemic had brought out “broad
support, from world leaders to the
general public, for ‘building back
better’ and for not returning to business as usual”. “It is essential”, Mr Wates
said, “that as we plan our way out of
the pandemic, our compass is firmly
guided by the need to re-orient our
economies in a more sustainable
direction that prioritises wellbeing
and quality of life over GDP”. In his
opinion, the financial stimulus packages that have been adopted at EU
level provided an opportunity to steer
the economy and society in a more
sustainable direction. The recovery
process should however respect three
central aspects: it should be “green”,
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In his address, Mr Boland emphasised the crucial role of civil society organisations for the future
of Europe, as actors providing economic impetus and social safety nets
on a daily basis – on being, as he said,
the “missing link between citizens and
policymakers”. “Only with the support
of civil society, will we make the most
of the opportunities offered by the European Union. In our communities, in
our regions, in our countries and in our
Europe”, Mr Boland said.
Moreover, the president of the Diversity Europe Group presented the topic
of his term: poverty and the role
of civil society organisations in
combatting it. The topic of poverty
will be approached from the broader
context of the European Green Deal

Cillian Lohan @ EESC

Mr Lohan said that what brought
weight to the Committee’s work was
its ability to contribute to the debate
by building consensus among
Members coming from different backgrounds. He also highlighted a number of initiatives taken by the Committee, such as the Civil Solidarity Prize or
the dialogue with youth movements,
and stressed the EESC’s ability to liaise
with and enhance the participation of
different stakeholders.
More information about the debate
can be found on the EESC’s website46.

Cillian Lohan @ EESC
46. EESC(29.10.2020), Christa Schweng, new
President of the EESC: “The input of civil society is a
must to shape Europe for the better”, https://europa.
eu/!Ku67Xg

MEET OUR MEMBERS IN LEADERSHIP
POSITIONS
Christian Moos is the new President of the EESC EU-Transatlantic Relations
Follow-Up Committee
Christian MOOS (DE)
Divisional Director (European and International Affairs), German Civil Servants
Association (dbb)
Secretary-General, Europa-Union Germany
Board Member, European Movement
Germany (EBD)

@ J_UK, Shutterstock
Christian Moos @ EESC

I am currently co-director of the Policy Planning Staff of the German Civil
Servants Association (dbb47), and
Head of its European and International
Affairs department. As long-term secretary-general of the cross-partisan
pro-European citizens’ association Europa-Union Deutschland48, I am also a
member of the board of the European
Movement Germany49. Since September 2015, I have been a Member of the
EESC’s Group III and I have also been
a Member of the Committee’s Group
on Fundamental rights and the Rule
of Law and the Transatlantic Relations
Follow-up Committee. To date, I have
been rapporteur for EESC opinions in
the fields of democratic values, defence and migration.
Why I wanted to become President
of the EU-Transatlantic Relations Follow-Up Committee50:
The very foundations of everything
we rely on in Europe are at stake. Our

If you look closely at European values,
as defined by Article 2 of the Lisbon
Treaty, you will find that they correspond to what we used to call “Western values”. I suggest that we talk
about “Atlantic values” and recognise
the shared heritage on both sides of
the Atlantic.
The priorities of my presidency include:
I want to focus the work of this follow-up committee on the bridges we
can build across the Atlantic, including
with our European partner, the United
Kingdom, thus connecting civil society and bringing together all those who
fight to uphold these common values,

as enshrined in the Declaration of
Human Rights and all of the progress
we have made in terms of civilisation
since the American Declaration of Independence and the French Revolution.
Incidentally, any new negotiations on
a comprehensive trade agreement
between the USA and the European
Union will depend to a large extent
on a common understanding of our
respective civil societies and on their
early inclusion in a transparent process.
I would, therefore, like to propose
that we create an Atlantic lifeline
for civil society in Europe, Canada and the USA. The Follow-up
Committee on Transatlantic Relations
47. German Civil Servants Association, http://www.
dbb.de/
48. Europa-Union Deutschland, https://www.
europa-union.de/
49. European Movement Germany, https://www.
netzwerk-ebd.de/
50. EESC EU-Transatlantic Relations Follow-Up
Committee, https://europa.eu/!Rb33mF
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Professional background:

European values are being called
into question. They have been undermined and violated in several EU
Member States. It is my firm belief that
these worrying trends are, among other factors, linked to the growing alienation between Europe and the United
States of America.
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would be at the heart of the initiative, cooperating closely with other
European civil society networks and
foundations, highlighting the key role
that the EESC can play in this work.
It remains to be seen how far we can
get in connecting with like-minded
North-American partners in order to
strengthen civil society’s resilience

against the authoritarian threat, but I
am highly motivated to work on this,
together with my colleagues and the
members of this body.

for Europe’s security and identity. The
survival of a pluralistic and independent civil society depends largely on
the achievements of the Transatlantic
partnership after World War II.

What is my vision for the future of
the EU-Transatlantic relationship:
The EU-Transatlantic relationship will
be crucial for the future of Europe and

Lutz Ribbe is the new President of the EESC Sustainable Development
Observatory
Lutz RIBBE (DE)
Director of the Department for Nature
Conservation Policy, environmental
foundation EuroNatur
Professional background:

DECEMBER 2020

I am a landscape-planner and landscape-ecologist. Straight after university, I joined a German environmental organisation and have now been
working in this field for 37 years. In
1998, Angela Merkel, who was Federal Minister for the Environment at
the time, asked me if I wanted to become a Member of the EESC. As I find
it fascinating and important to bring
together very different interests and
seek compromises and solutions that
are fit for the future, I have been a
Member of the Committee ever since.
Since becoming a Member, I have led
many study groups and worked on
more than 60 opinions as rapporteur
or co-rapporteur, including NAT/681
– EU biodiversity policy51, TEN/578
– Delivering a New Deal for Energy
Consumers52, SC/047 – The transition
towards a more sustainable European future – a strategy for 205053 and
SC/53 Leaving no one behind when
implementing the 2030 Sustainable
Development Agenda54.
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Why I wanted to become President
of the Sustainable Development Observatory55:
As a long-standing Member of the
EESC, I believe that it is partly thanks
to my efforts that the Committee now

Lutz Ribbe @ EESC

has a high profile in dealing with the
issue of sustainability. If I remember
correctly, I wrote the first opinion on
this topic in 2004. Moreover, I had the
pleasure of heading up the Sustainable Development Observatory once
before and for this reason I quite simply thought that I would like to contribute to it once more before my time
at the EESC comes to an end – as it will
before too long.
We face two major challenges
with regard to sustainable development: as well as the environmental
aspect, which I naturally support very
strongly, the associated social issues
also need to be more carefully considered. It goes without saying that this
must, of course, be based on the fact
that both the environmental and the
social aspects must also be linked to
the economy, but an economy which
is not destroying our children’s future.
This is the first challenge. The EESC has
always said that we don’t just need a
green deal, we need a green and
social deal.

The second challenge is linked to the
first. I have the impression that the
European Commission sees a lot of
things in very technical terms, along
the lines of the idea that we just need
to flip a switch or use another technology or technique and that that will
make everything better. I don’t believe
that. I think more attention needs
to be paid to the principle that
we should “leave no one behind”.
As we make our way to a more sustainable future, we must not forget people. We need to take them with us and
consider how we can truly combine
sustainability with combating
poverty. I firmly believe that these
are the quite major challenges facing
us and the areas where our Committee
can contribute.
The priorities of my presidency:
Firstly, the group needs to discuss the
work programme, but for me personally, there are three clear priorities
for our work. The first relates to science
and technology and encompasses all
the processes taking place at international level, i.e. the 2030 Agenda,
51. EESC opinion NAT/681 – EU biodiversity policy,
https://europa.eu/!Ky77vJ
52. EESC opinion TEN/578 – Delivering a New Deal
for Energy Consumers, https://europa.eu/!Hv33hg
53. EESC opinion SC/047 – The transition towards a
more sustainable European future – a strategy for
2050, https://europa.eu/!cD86jj
54. EESC opinion SC/53 Leaving no one behind when
implementing the 2030 Sustainable Development
Agenda, https://europa.eu/!bb98Km
55. EESC Sustainable Development Observatory,
https://europa.eu/!Ht88Vb
56. Convention on Biological Diversity, https://www.
cbd.int/

the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, the World Climate Conferences, the Convention on Biological
Diversity57 and so on, which we need
to support and monitor.
The second concerns action at EU level. I think we need become much more
involved in EU work again. We need to
analyse whether the Green Deal58 as it
stands is taking us on the right path. We
have already noted in many opinions that
we have written or are currently drafting
that civil society needs to pay extremely
close attention to make sure that we
are not put on the wrong track. At
EU level, two policy areas in particular
need to be monitored: agricultural
policy, which is already the subject of
heated debate, including within our
Committee, and energy and climate
policy. Prevailing economic conditions
also have a direct impact on these two
areas. For years, our Committee has been
calling for environmentally harmful subsidies to finally be abolished and for tax
legislation to be adapted accordingly.
Yet nothing is happening. I think we will
have a lot of work to do in this regard.
The observatory’s third task will involve monitoring the issue of sustainable development within the

@ Ivan Kruk, Shutterstock

EESC. We need to check that a) our
opinions are going in the right direction with regard to sustainability, b)
our opinions do not contradict each
other and c) the EESC itself is also acting sustainably in practice.
How can we achieve a more sustainable development?
Parents always want to make sure that
their children have it at least as good
as they did or even better. This involves thinking long term and having
a responsibility to future generations.
Our society, though, is currently char-

acterised by a lack of responsibility
and by individualisation. We need to
focus more on the fact that as individuals we are not alone in this world,
but have a responsibility to future
generations. This is something that
we need to make people – as well as
many Members – understand. We can
no longer allow ourselves to act in the
interest of individuals. The welfare
of our community must be at the
heart of everything that we do
and solidarity must once again
be much more of a priority for us.

Simo Tiainen is the new President of the EESC EU-Russia Follow-Up
Committee
Simo TIAINEN (FI)
Vice-President, Diversity Europe Group
Director of International Affairs, Central
Union of Agricultural Producers and Forest Owners (MTK)

degree from the University of Helsinki,
where I studied agricultural economics and agricultural policy, forestry and
mathematics.

Throughout my career, I have been involved in a wide range of activities. For
the past 19 years, I have been working
for the Central Union of Farmers and
Forest Owners58 where I have served
as an economist, head of the Brussels
office, director of the agricultural division and currently director of International Affairs. Earlier, I worked at the

Simo Tiainen

European Commission and at the Agricultural Economic Research Institute
in Finland. I hold a Master of Science

57. European Green Deal, https://ec.europa.eu/info/
strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-greendeal_en
58. Central Union of Farmers and Forest Owners,
http://www.mtk.fi/
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I am now starting my second term
at the EESC. I have greatly enjoyed
my work at the Committee. During
my first term, I was a Member of the

Professional background
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NAT59, TEN60 and REX61 Sections and
some other EESC bodies. I particularly
liked the activities of our Farmers’ Category62. I was responsible for two EESC
opinions: NAT/68263 on the future of
the CAP and NAT/77064 on the blue bioeconomy.
Why I wanted to become President of
the EU-Russia Follow-Up Committee65
It is true that I didn’t run hard for the
presidency of this follow-up committee, but I really wanted to become a
member of the group, as I find its work
very interesting. I personally have
been active in Russian cooperation in
my home organisation. Russia is a big
neighbouring country and it will always have a significant impact on us.
The general situation in Russia as
regards human rights, democratic
values and civil society is extremely
worrying and continues to worsen.
Even though Russia and the EU remain
closely interdependent in many areas,
Russia’s particular regime and political stances have greatly hindered the
EESC’s activities and cooperation with
Russian civil society.

DECEMBER 2020

It is important that the EESC
maintain contacts and dialogue
with Russian civil society organisations. This work should be independent of the government’s policies.
This, of course, might not be easy.
Perhaps we could make progress by
dealing with less controversial issues.
We should also delicately broaden the

@ Andrii Yalanskyi, Shutterstock
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scope of action through ‘quiet diplomacy’. The EESC can significantly add
value to EU-Russia relations by contributing to the civil society dimension
and exchanges.
The priorities of my presidency include:
• We should start by creating a general approach to EU-Russia relations. Based on this, we need to
make a detailed plan for our future
EESC actions.
• The EESC should find the most
effective ways to liaise with Russian civil society organisations and
monitor Russia’s development. We
should also find the means for actions through ‘quiet diplomacy’ and
people-to-people contacts.

Federation and the EU-Russia Civil
Society Forum) and reschedule the
planned activities that were postponed due to the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
• We should also deepen our dialogue with the European Parliament on the European Instrument
for Democracy and Human Rights
(EIDHR). The forthcoming Commission communication on the Arctic
also deserves our attention.
• As a special theme, I would like to
take a deeper look at the development of the agriculture and food
sectors in Russia and also agri-food
trade. These will always be strategic
areas.

• We should keep organising joint
events on the ground with our Russian civil society counterparts (e.g.
the Civic Chamber of the Russian

59. NAT Section: the EESC’s Section for Agriculture,
Rural Development and the Environment, https://
europa.eu/!yq33Bv
60. TEN Section: the EESC’s Section for Transport,
Energy, Infrastructure and the Information Society,
https://europa.eu/!kn94kX
61. REX Section: the EESC’s Section for External
Relations, https://europa.eu/!jX84ND
62. EESC Farmers’ Category, https://europa.
eu/!gY64Wf
63. EESC opinion NAT/682 The main underlying
factors that influence the CAP post-2020, https://
europa.eu/!xK46qY
64. EESC opinion NAT/770 Blue bioeconomy, https://
europa.eu/!vX94tY
65. EESC EU-Russia Follow-Up Committee, https://
europa.eu/!Rm78DW

DIVERSITY EUROPE GROUP
MEMBERS in the spotlight
COVID-19 has revealed the weakness of the healthcare system
Giuseppe GUERINI (IT)
President, Cecop-Cicopa Europe, the
European confederation of industrial
and service cooperatives
Board Member, Confcooperative,
Confederation of Italian Cooperatives
President, Confcooperative Bergamo
On 12 November, our Member Giuseppe Guerini took part in an online seminar on the third sector’s
contribution to the provision of
health care and services in northern Italy during the first wave of the
COVID-19 pandemic. The event was
hosted by the Quebec-based organisations CEPSEM and Pôle santé HEC
Montréal. The CEPSEM66 (Council of
private health and wellness organisations) brings together different enterprises and non-profit organisations
operating in the field of private health
services. Pôle santé HEC Montréal67 is a
university platform that generates and
disseminates knowledge about best
practice in health management.
Michel St-Cyr, a member of CEPSEM’s
administrative board, interviewed Mr
Guerini with the aim of learning how
the third sector in northern Italy react-

@ CEPSEM

ed to the pandemic and how it worked
together with different health care and
service providers in the health crisis.
According to Mr Guerini, the pandemic has revealed the weakness
of the healthcare system. While it
was highly specialised, it was underdeveloped in terms of basic and
local healthcare services, which
were however essential in the management of the pandemic.
In response to those shortcomings,
Mr Guerini said, local authorities and
civil society organisations had played
a key role: volunteers helped to set
up temporary hospitals, and coopera-

tives in Bergamo arranged hotels to be
opened up for patients who were stable enough to leave hospital but could
not go home. According to our Member, who represents cooperatives at the
EESC, the main added value of the third
sector had been its ability to mobilise
volunteers and to organise solidarity movements at local level. In the
face of a second wave of infections,
Mr Guerini highlighted the fact that
networks built up earlier had stayed in
place, but also stressed the need to
improve the provision of healthcare services in the future.
A recording of the virtual seminar can
be found here68.

EESC engagement in the European Citizens’ Initiative
Kinga JOÓ (HU)
Vice-President, Diversity Europe Group
Vice-President, National Association of
Large Families (NOE)
President of the Social Responsibility
Board, National Cooperation Fund
(NEA)

Kinga Joó @ EESC

66. CEPSEM, Council of private health and wellness
organisations, https://www.cepsem.ca/
67. Pôle santé HEC Montréal, https://polesante.hec.ca/
68. Pôle santé HEC Montréal-CEPSEM-Seminar,
12/11/2020, https://youtu.be/P25Pbaugmc4
69. ECI Minority Safepack, http://www.minoritysafepack.eu/#about
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On 15 October, the European Parliament’s Committee on Civil Liberties,
Justice and Home Affairs (LIBE) and

Committee on Culture and Education
(CULT) held a public hearing on the
European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI)
Minority Safepack69.
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On 17 November, Kinga Joó participated in an online debate on What
makes the European Citizens’ Initiative unique?, organised by the European Commission in the framework of
its European Citizens’ Initiative Week.

@ EESC

Kinga Joó, our vice-president and
chair of the EESC’s ECI ad hoc group70,
participated in the event remotely. In
her remarks, she pointed out that the
EESC was a strong supporter of the
ECI, a tool of transnational and participatory democracy. Since 2012, the
Committee had been organising the
annual ECI Day71, where ECIs had the
chance to present themselves, to collect signatures, to learn from each other and to exchange with stakeholders.
The EESC tried to help ECI organisers
as much as possible, for instance by inviting them to EESC meetings.

DECEMBER 2020

“We were the first EU institution to invite and listen to the organisers of the
ECI Minority Safepack in September
2018”, Ms Joó pointed out.
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Concerning the ECI Minority SafePack she said: “As described by the
organisers of the ECI, EU funding programmes can be too complex and too
burdensome for smaller communities.
The EESC opinion on A new European
agenda for culture72 highlighted the
need to facilitate access to information on available funding in the field
of culture, suggesting a digital user
guide bringing together all relevant
EU instruments. This could help small
cultural and language communities
to get access to EU funding and use it
to keep their cultural traditions or languages alive”.

Kinga Joó concluded that the ECI
Minority SafePack was a real opportunity to emphasise the importance
of preserving cultural and linguistic
diversity in Europe. This diversity contributed to the richness of the EU and
the initiative highlighted the importance of dialogue, which was at the
heart of democracy.
The ECI Minority SafePack is “a package of law proposals for the safety of
national minorities, a set of EU legal
acts that enable the promotion of minority rights, language rights, and the
protection of their cultures”73. The initiative is one of two initiatives that have
successfully gathered the support of
over one million EU citizens since the
beginning of the year. The Commission has to spell out what action it will
propose in response to the initiative
and its reasons for taking or not taking
action within six months of receipt of
the initiative. For more information on
the initiative, visit its webpage74 or the
Commission webpage75.
The ECI Minority Safepack public
hearing is available online at: https://
multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/
eci-public-hearing-minority-safepackjoint-libe-cult-peti_20201015-0900COMMITTEE-PETI-LIBE-CULT_vd

Ms Joó presented some of the main
findings from the EESC’s ECI Day 2020
regarding the future of the ECI. She
said that people wanted to have a
say not only in setting the EU’s agenda, but also in decision-making itself. “A large majority of participants
thought it was vital for citizens’ input
to have a real impact on EU decisions
beyond elections”, she explained. A
survey conducted at the ECI Day 2020
showed that 67% of the participants
believed that citizen participation at
European level must always have a
clear link to the formal decision-making process. Clear information on the
exercise and its results were needed.
Some 71% said that in addition to the
conference on the Future of Europe,
a citizen-initiated convention should
explore the future of citizen participation and democratic reform. 83%
recommended connecting the ECI
more effectively with other existing
participation instruments such as the
Commission’s online consultations or
the Parliament’s petitions and other
instruments that might be developed
in connection with the conference on
the Future of Europe.
A video of the debate is available online.76

70. EESC ECI ad hoc group, https://europa.eu/!VN88kT
71. EESC ECI Day, https://europa.eu/!dF94fJ
73. EESC opinion SOC/590 A new European agenda
for culture, https://europa.eu/!kN88mn
74. ECI Minority Safepack, http://www.minoritysafepack.eu/#about
75. ECI Minority Safepack, http://www.minoritysafepack.eu/#about
76. European Commission, ECI, https://europa.eu/
citizens-initiative/initiatives/details/2017/000004_en

Science in the context of ecological transition
Thierry LIBAERT (FR)
Representative, Nicolas Hulot
Foundation for Nature and Mankind NGO
Research Associate, Catholic University
of Leuven
On the occasion of the 20th anniversary of its Scientific Council, the Nicolas Hulot Foundation for Nature and
Mankind has undertaken a number of
initiatives on the subject of “science
for ecological transition”.
In October 2020, the foundation published a book entitled “Quelles sciences pour le monde à venir ? Face au
dérèglement climatique et à la destruction de la biodiversité” [What sciences
for the world to come? Facing climate
change and the destruction of biodiversity]. The publication draws on contributions from an interdisciplinary team
of experts in the field of climate and biodiversity research and has been jointly
edited by Alain Grandjean, the chair of
the organisation’s Scientific Council, and
Thierry Libaert, who is a Member both
of the foundation’s Council and of the EESC’s Diversity Europe Group.
The starting point of this work is the
observation that the status of scientific expertise is nowadays being
misused and put under pressure,

Thierry Libaert @ EESC

@Odile Jacob

thus hindering meaningful action
in the field of ecological transition.
Looking at how science could instead
become “the best ally of democracy”,
the authors of this book propose a
“scientific pact” that would ensure a
“healthy inclusion of science in political debates and actions”.
More information on the book is available on the foundation’s website77.
In the wake of this publication, the
Nicolas Hulot Foundation also released the results of a survey de-

signed to evaluate the attitudes of
the French towards science, and
more specifically towards the ecological transition. According to the organisation, the results show that, while
there is strong trust in science, many
citizens doubt that public authorities put enough weight on scientific
knowledge in their decision-making.
In a webinar held in this connection,
our Member Thierry Libaert discussed these findings with fellow
members of the Nicolas Hulot Foundation’s Scientific Council. He criticised
among other things the widespread
trend towards instrumentalising the
concept of science.
The results of the survey and a recording of the webinar can be found here78.

The circular economy is a transition achieved by everyone

On 3-4 November, the EESC and the
European Commission hosted the
2020 European Circular Economy
Stakeholder Conference79. This
conference is the main annual gathering of the European circular economy

community and one of the three pillars of the European Circular Economy
Stakeholder Platform (ECESP80). Due
to the pandemic situation, this year’s
conference was held in a fully virtual
format.
Cillian Lohan, newly elected EESC
vice-president for communication,
Member of the Diversity Europe
Group and one of the ECESP initiators,
opened the second day of the con-

ference together with Ladeja Godina
Košir, chair of the ECESP Coordination
Group. In his opening address, Mr
Lohan stressed the need for keeping
77. Nicolas Hulot Foundation, http://www.fondationnature-homme.org/magazine/conseil-scientifiquefnh-quelles-sciences-monde-venir-odile-jacob
78. Nicolas Hulot Foundation, http://www.fondationnature-homme.org/magazine/science-et-transitionecologique-en-qui-les-francais-ont-ils-confiance
79. 2020 European Circular Economy Stakeholder
Conference, https://europa.eu/!rM88fC
80. European Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform,
https://circulareconomy.europa.eu/platform/
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Cillian LOHAN (IE)
EESC Vice-President for Communication
CEO, Green Economy Foundation,
nominated by the Irish Environmental
Pillar
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collaboration at the heart of the platform. He said, “The circular economy is a transition that is achieved
by everyone, in this collaborative
manner, with stakeholders at the
front of it.”
“This is a platform we want to give
everybody. We want to give all of you
visibility in what you are doing and
help you to promote the work you are
doing and help you critically to learn
from other people, who are working
in similar fields or can help you learn
from the lessons they have gained.
The collaborative effort is a new way
of finding solutions to the challenges that we face”, Cillian Lohan explained.
The 2020 European Circular Economy
Stakeholder Conference was centred
on presenting and discussing the new
Circular Economy Action Plan,
while considering and addressing the
new recovery efforts at the same time
– with a focus on the circular econo-

@ EESC

my’s potential for a green recovery.
While the first day of the conference
provided an avenue for high-level political discussion hosted by the Commission, including high-level speakers such as Christa Schweng, EESC
president, Frans Timmermans, Executive vice-president of the European
Commission, and Virginijus Sinkevičius, Commissioner for Environment,
Oceans and Fisheries, the second day
at the EESC brought together perspectives from civil society organisations.
Mr Lohan welcomed participants to
a series of interactive panels, networking sessions, virtual marketplaces and
side events: “Today, we are looking to
build our relationships with you, we

are looking to increase the dynamism
of this platform and we are looking
to take the circular economy forward
with all of you in the driving seat and
us just facilitating that”.
The ECESP, a joint initiative of the
EESC and the European Commission
in its fourth year, is aimed at providing
a “network of networks” to support a
stakeholder-driven transition from a
linear to a circular economic model.
It hosts the annual conference, an interactive website and a Coordination
Group.
Videos and the results of the conference will be made available shortly on
the platform’s website81.

Feeding into the European Commission’s Trade Policy Review through Civil
Society Dialogue

DECEMBER 2020

Klaas Johan OSINGA (NL)
Senior International Affairs Advisor,
LTO Nederland
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United Kingdom. Referring to the US,
Mr Dombrovskis expressed his hopes
for a “fresh start in transatlantic relations”. He also gave an update on the
European Union’s engagement with
China, as well as on the negotiations
for a trade agreement with the UK.82

On 13 November, our Member Klaas
Johan Osinga took part in a virtual
Civil Society Dialogue on international trade with Valdis Dombrovskis,
the European Commission’s executive
vice-president for an economy that
works for people. The exchange was organised by the Commission and focused
on the current Trade Policy Review.

Commissioner Valdis Dombrovskis @ European Commission

Before answering questions put by
civil society representatives, Mr Dombrovskis presented the latest developments in international trade, with a
particular focus on the Trade Policy

Review. On the future of international trade, the Executive vice-president
highlighted the need to develop relations with Europe’s key partners, such
as the United States, China and the

Mr Osinga, who is a Member of the
EESC’s International Trade Follow-up
Committee83 and of the EU-ACP Fol81. European Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform,
https://circulareconomy.europa.eu/platform/en/
annual-circular-economy-stakeholder-conference3-4-november-2020
82. European Commission (13.11.20) Speech by
Executive Vice-President Valdis Dombrovskis at the
Trade Policy Review Civil Society Dialogue, https://
europa.eu/!Mj36Kq
83. EESC International Trade Follow-Up Committee,
https://europa.eu/!DW97cD

low-up Committee84, took the opportunity to ask in the event’s chat about
the state of play in the EU’s relations
with Africa, in order to point out the
considerable importance civil society attaches to these relations. As he
recalled, “former Commissioner Phil
Hogan commissioned a Task Force
for Rural Africa85”, which brought together African and European experts
and which in March 2019 published a
report86 including policy recommendations on EU-Africa cooperation in

the agri-food and rural economy. Because of the large number of questions raised at the event, the Mr Osinga’s question could not be answered
immediately, but was forwarded to
the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Trade. In the follow-up to the event, Mr Osinga was
informed that for the Commission the
EU-Africa partnership remained a top
priority and that it was now helping to
launch an Africa-Europe High-Level
Task Force to build on the work of the

Task Force for Rural Africa and give
further impetus to the African agrifood sector.
The European Commission’s Trade
Policy Review was launched in June.
Stakeholders have been invited to
provide input on a number of questions relating to international trade
by November 2020. A Communication
setting out the results of the process
is expected towards the end of the
year87.

“COVID-19 has shone a light on discrimination and exclusion”: Ioannis
Vardakastanis opens EDF conference on COVID-19 and disability

On 30 October, in the context of the
German presidency of the Council of
the EU, the European Disability Forum (EDF88) and Lebenshilfe Germany89 hosted a conference entitled
“COVID-19 and disability”. The
conference, held online due to the ongoing pandemic, brought together organisations of persons with disabilities
to discuss the key lessons from this
crisis, including what the disability
movement needs to accomplish in the
coming years to ensure that persons
with disabilities are part of the COVID-19 recovery.

firmed what the disability movement
already knew: that those most excluded from society are the first to be
left behind in times of crisis, that
the right to live independently and to
be included in the community are of
crucial importance, and that a strong
and diverse disability movement is
needed to advocate for and build a
better future.
@ Ioannis Vardakastanis

The president of the EDF and vice-president of the Diversity Europe Group,
Ioannis Vardakastanis, addressed
participants during the opening of the
conference. Speaking to representatives from all over Europe, Mr Vardakastanis talked about the many persons with disabilities who had been
denied access to healthcare and had
lost their lives during the pandemic.
He reminded participants that this
fatal form of discrimination risked
reappearing as the virus once again
began to take hold in Europe, and that
persons with disabilities could end up
bearing the brunt of forthcoming economic hardship.
During the conference, participants
voiced how the pandemic had con-

“COVID-19 has shone a light on discrimination and exclusion. It should
mark the beginning of a new campaign for inclusion, a new energy for the EDF and for its members”,
Mr Vardakastanis underlined. “The
‘new normal’ must be one where
governments realise their failure and
where persons with disabilities are fully included in society.”

84. EESC EU-ACP Follow-Up Committee, https://
europa.eu/!VM78kk
85. European Commission, Strengthening the EUAfrica partnership, https://europa.eu/!FY39gG
86. European Commission, AN AFRICA-EUROPE
AGENDA FOR RURAL TRANSFORMATION, https://
europa.eu/!Xj77Ct
87. European Commission (16.06.20), European
Commission kicks off major EU trade policy review,
https://europa.eu/!xV34XJ
88. European Disability Forum, http://www.edf-feph.org/
89. Lebenshilfe Germany, https://www.lebenshilfe.de/
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Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EL)
Vice-President, Diversity Europe Group
President, EESC’s EUROMED follow-up
committee
President, Greek National
Confederation of Disabled People
(NCDP)
President, European Disability Forum
(EDF)
Treasurer, International Disability
Alliance (IDA)
Member, Economic and Social Council
of Greece (OKE)
Member, Greek National Commission of
Human Rights (EEDA)
Member, Civil Society Europe (CSE)
Steering Committee
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OVERVIEW OF RECENT WORK BY
DIVERSITY EUROPE GROUP MEMBERS
The last EESC plenary session took
place from 27 to 29 October, in a hybrid format with some Members present on the EESC premises and others
connecting remotely. The EESC plenary adopted 17 opinions, 6 of which
were drafted by Members of the Diversity Europe Group. The main points of
these opinions can be found below.
SOC/647 Reinforcing the Youth
Guarantee
Co-rapporteur-general:
Michael MC LOUGHLIN (IE)
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Head of Advocacy and Communications, Youth Work Ireland
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The EESC:
• welcomes the fact that the reinforced Youth Guarantee (YG) presents Member States (MS) with a set
of measures aiming to fight youth
unemployment, entailing different
tools that include apprenticeships,
traineeships, education and job
offers and calls for further steps to
turn this into a permanent instrument. However, it regrets that the
measures are not balanced and are
mainly focused on education and
skills and less on the active labour
market polices.
• urges MS to take further steps to
reinforce the fourth and first principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) in order to foster
cross-sectoral and multilevel cooperation for implementing a holistic
and integrated approach to supporting young people facing multiple barriers to educational, social
and labour market inclusion.
• calls for the immediate placement of
youngsters who register for the YG. A
good quality solution such as a good
quality job or training opportunity
must be provided quickly or within
4 months. This should take into con-

sideration sometimes lengthy procedures for validating non-formal or
informal learning (NFIL), which can
be combined with the availability of
training possibilities on offer during
a certain period of time.
SOC/652 Victims’ Rights Strategy
Rapporteur-general:
Ionuţ SIBIAN (RO)

Vice-President, EESC REX Section
Executive Director, Civil Society
Development Foundation
Chair, Federation of International
Development and Humanitarian Aid
NGOs (FOND)
Team Europe Member
The EESC:
• warmly welcomes the European
Commission’s EU strategy on victims’ rights for 2020-2025, which
supports long-term planning and
the proper coordinated implementation of policies across a wide
range of sectors, while ensuring
that no victim is forgotten;
• believes that, in order to be operational, the strategy needs a clear
action plan with details on how and
when to implement actions, and
what outcomes are expected. The
proposed strategy should provide
more guidance and a detailed overview of how Member States could
implement high-quality standards
and put in place accessible, fair and
effective tools to support victims in
their access to such restorative services;
• believes that the proposed strategy
should be read and implemented
alongside other EU strategies: the
Gender Equality Strategy, the EU
Strategy for a more effective fight
against child sexual abuse, the LGBTI Equality Strategy, the EU Framework for National Roma Integration

Strategies and the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD).
TEN/721 Combatting child sexual
abuse online
Rapporteur-general:
Ionuţ SIBIAN (RO)

Vice-President, EESC REX Section
Executive Director, Civil Society
Development Foundation
Chair, Federation of International
Development and Humanitarian
Aid NGOs (FOND)
Team Europe Member
The EESC:
• agrees, in general, with the proposed regulation for a temporary
and strictly limited derogation from
Articles 5(1) and 6 of the Directive
2002/58/EC which protect the
confidentiality of communications
and traffic data. However, the provisional element (until 31 December 2025) is not justified and the
European Commission (EC) should
ensure proper privacy safeguards
for children are developed and implemented sooner than five years.
• considers being useful, in terms of
industry standards for reporting
and transparency envisaged in the
Art 3(e) of the proposed regulation,
to have a third party performing
regular testing/auditing using a
sample non-CSAM (Child Sexual
Abuse Material) match similar to
EICAR test file in the anti-virus industry. The EC should organize an
open competition with a substantial prize to encourage not only the
development of open source tools
and industry standards, but also the
development of new possible solutions to detect and report child sexual abuse in end-to-end encrypted
electronic communications.

SOC/641 Migrant integration
and target language levels
(Exploratory opinion)
Rapporteur-general:
Indré VAREIKYTÉ (LT)

Former Member, Diversity Europe
Group
Delegate, Lithuanian Youth Council
(LiJOT)
The EESC:
• notes that the COVID-19 crisis has
disproportionately affected vulnerable communities, especially ethnic minority migrants and migrant
women in particular. The EESC
therefore strongly encourages the
Commission, in developing its
new Initiative on Integration and
Inclusion, to take into account the
lessons learnt from this crisis and
showcase the best approaches taken within the Member States.
• believes in a holistic approach in tackling the migration challenges. The Initiative should therefore encompass
policies on fundamental rights, social
and labour inclusion, education, culture, justice and health.
• calls for the Commission to develop better and more efficient communication and coordination with
the Member States, their national,
regional and local authorities and
civil society organisations in shaping holistic integration policies.

ECO/521 Euro area economic policy
2020 (Additional opinion)
Rapporteur: Mihai IVAŞCU (RO)

Former Member, Diversity Europe
Group
Adviser to the President, Romanian
Chamber of Commerce and Industry
The EESC:
• believes that completing the single
market and ensuring that it recovers rapidly and is fully functional
should remain one of the top priorities. This includes enforcing the 20
principles of the European Pillar of
Social Rights.
• calls for solidarity between euro
area Member States and between
citizens in order to reduce income
and wealth inequalities within societies.
• expects that the pandemic will restructure our economy and that new
business models will be devised.
The EU must use this momentum
to strengthen our competitive advantages and make sure that Europe
strives to be a front-runner and takes
a leading role in vitally important areas: the digital sector, AI, technology,
decarbonisation and sustainable circular growth. The EESC stresses that
the time to act is now and not when
the COVID-19 pandemic is over.

The complete texts of all EESC opinions
are available in various language versions on the Committee’s webpage90.
The next EESC plenary sessions will
take place on 2 and 3 December and
27 and 28 January. They will be fully
remote/hybrid meetings. For more
information on the December and
January plenary session please visit
our webpage91.

ECO/529 Amendments to financial
regulation to facilitate economic
recovery post COVID-19
Rapporteur-general:
Giuseppe GUERINI (IT)

President, Cecop-Cicopa Europe, the
European confederation of industrial and service cooperatives
Board Member, Confcooperative,
Confederation of Italian Cooperatives
President, Confcooperative Bergamo
The EESC:
• agrees with and supports the proposals for amendments to the directive on regulation of the financial markets. The amendments seek
to substantially simplify the documentation and requirements regulating the financial markets and to
lessen the administrative burden
on banking and financial operators
and so free up resources for investment in economic recovery.
• endorses the Commission’s proposals and agrees with the aims of the
reform package proposed. Every
effort to be innovative with regard
to rules must be made to i) facilitate
investment in the real economy; ii)
foster the granting of loans to individuals and SMEs, and iii) encourage
the recapitalisation of companies in
the Union and the strengthening of
the role of securities markets.
• welcomes the simplification of
some of the burdens imposed by financial regulation on eligible counterparties and professional investors, but underlines that regulatory
simplification must not reduce the
safeguards for savers and less experienced investors.

90. EESC, opinions, https://europa.eu/!wF86wY
91. EESC, plenary sessions, https://europa.
eu/!Dg84qG ;
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• believes that it is time that the European Union had its own European Centre to Prevent and Counter
Child Sexual Abuse and calls on
the Commission to urge that such
a centre be set up and developed.
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DIVERSITY EUROPE GROUP MEMBERS WORKING
ON NEW EESC OPINIONS
Kęstutis KUPŠYS (LT) is the president of the study group for the opinion on “Critical Raw Materials Resilience:
Charting a Path towards greater Security and Sustainability” - CCMI/177
Miguel Ángel CABRA DE LUNA (ES) is the president of the study group for the opinion on “2020 Strategic Foresight
Report - Strategic foresight - Charting the course towards a more resilient Europe” – INT/918
Louise GRABO (SE) is the rapporteur for the opinion on “Establishing the European High Performance Computing
Joint Undertaking” – INT/923
Anastasis YIAPANIS (CY) is the rapporteur for the opinion on “Taking the Customs Union to the Next Level: a Plan for
Action” – INT/916
Kęstutis KUPŠYS (LT) is the co-rapporteur for the opinion on “Retail payments for the EU” – INT/920
Giuseppe GUERINI (IT) is the rapporteur for the exploratory opinion on “The role of social economy in the creation
of jobs and in the implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights” – INT/925
Bernardo HERNÁNDEZ BATALLER (ES) is the rapporteur for the opinion on “A new consumer agenda” – INT/922
Athanasios IOANNIDIS (EL) is the rapporteur for the opinion on “Proposal on customs single window” – INT/917
Ronny LANNOO (BE) is the rapporteur for the opinion on “Regulation on European data governance” – INT/921
Krzysztof Stanisław BALON (PL) is the rapporteur for the opinion on “Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2021” –
ECO/537
Krzysztof PATER (PL) is the president of the study group for the opinion on “A Capital Markets Union for people and
businesses – new action plan” – ECO/533
Giuseppe GUERINI (IT) is the president of the study group for the opinion on “Digital Finance Strategy for the EU” –
ECO/534
Giuseppe GUERINI (IT) is the rapporteur for the opinion on “Crypto assets and distributed ledger technology” –
ECO/535
Ionuţ SIBIAN (RO) is the president of the study group for the exploratory opinion on “Challenges of Teleworking:
organization of working time, work life balance and the right to disconnect” – SOC/660
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Kinga JOÓ (HU) is the president of the study group for the exploratory opinion on “Teleworking and gender equality
- conditions so that teleworking does not exacerbate the unequal distribution of unpaid care and domestic work
between women and men and for it to be an engine for promoting gender equality” – SOC/662
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Pietro Vittorio BARBIERI (IT) is the president of the study group for the exploratory opinion on “Vocational training:
the effectiveness of systems to anticipate and match skills and labour market needs and the role of social partners
and different stakeholders” – SOC/661

Arnaud SCHWARTZ (FR) is the rapporteur for the opinion on “Application of the Aarhus Convention on Access to
Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters to Community
institutions and bodies” – NAT/808
John COMER (IE) is the co-rapporteur for the opinion on “Chemicals Strategy for Sustainability Towards a Toxic-Free
Environment” – NAT/807
José Manuel ROCHE RAMO (ES) is the rapporteur for the opinion on “Evaluation on Directive on the Sustainable Use
of Pesticides (Information report)” – NAT/805
Lutz RIBBE (DE) is the rapporteur for the opinion on “State of the Energy Union Report 2020 and Assessment of
National Energy and Climate Plans” – TEN/724
Jan DIRX (NL) is the president of the study group for the opinion on “A Renovation Wave for Europe” – TEN/723
Lutz RIBBE (DE) is the rapporteur for the opinion on “EU Strategy for Energy System Integration” – TEN/717
Ionuţ SIBIAN (RO) is the co-rapporteur for the opinion on “Enhancing the accession process - A credible EU
perspective for the Western Balkans” – REX/533

UPCOMING EVENTS
17/12/2020 – Meeting of the Consumers and Environment Category
17/12/2020 – Meeting of the Social Economy Category
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