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Planning  
for change

Dear readers, 

Without any sense of 
irony, may I say that we 
live in interesting times, 
as alluded to in the fa-
mous “Chinese curse”. 
For the 106 Members 
of the Diversity Europe 
Group, these times are 
also challenging and 
frightening. Coming 

from a wide range of civil society organisations, every day 
we are witnesses to the myriad of changes occurring in the 
lives of citizens. These changes are profound and will most 
likely influence the way we think and act for many years to 
come.
 
In planning the 2021 work programme for our Group, we 
were acutely conscious of the many different situations 
facing people, whether they come from urban or rural  
areas, are migrants adjusting to new places to live, are old-
er or younger, are affected by disability, or are affected by 
poverty, with no work, reduced access to education, and so 
on. This is the background against which it was decided to 
concentrate our work programme on the topic of poverty 
and on the role of civil society organisations and of citizen’s 
initiatives in combatting it.

We aim to reflect the concerns and issues facing citizens 
and steer policymakers towards the realisation that the 
next phase of the European Union will need to give citizens 
real, tangible changes in the way they live, work and play. 
Given how easily our lives can be completely upended by 
an invisible virus, it is clear that we may face similar chal-
lenges in the future in the form of other pandemics, climate 
change or fast evolving digitalisation.
 
On 12 March, we will present the findings of a study that 
examines the impact of COVID-19 on all our lives, as seen 
through the eyes of the many civil society organisations 
that are on the front line. The study highlights the huge 

societal need for organisations, particularly those that 
work directly with people in their own communities. It also 
shows the necessity to work closely with the various local 
government agencies, ensuring that urgent services as well 
as provisions are delivered through strong organised part-
nerships. I kindly ask you to join this hybrid event, which 
will also see topical debates on civil society organisations’ 
challenges and future, with high-level speakers and civil so-
ciety representatives. 

Our work programme stresses the need to be active in the 
area of poverty eradication. It will examine the progress 
made in championing environmental measures designed 
to combat climate change. This pandemic demonstrates 
how easily the world order can be shaken and in that con-
text, these measures are becoming even more urgent.
 
Changes to our work security brought about by digitalisa-
tion will also impact society. These changes will challenge 
civil society in many ways, not least of which will be the 
building of new capacities among communities to cope 
with living in a different world. We will need to ensure  
that educational and training institutions are ready to  
reconfigure their education provision. We will need to help 
the science community develop new solutions. The efforts 
made to produce vaccines in record time – showing what is 
possible – need to be repeated in many other areas as well.

Again, the mantra of leaving no one behind will be chal-
lenged, bearing in mind that despite the EU’s endeavours 
to eradicate poverty, it still exists and could be exacerbated 
by these tumultuous changes.
Our work programme seeks to influence thinking in a 
post-pandemic setting. The EU, established to ensure peace 
and prosperity among European nations, is under scruti-
ny. Its success or failure in dealing with the pandemic and, 
more importantly in rebuilding confidence in civil society, 
will determine its future.

In the February issue of our newsletter, Members comment 
on the impact of our work programme on their sectors and 
what contributions their sector will make to it. But that’s 
not all. I am particularly pleased about the contribution by 
Brikena Xhomaqi, the co-chair of the Liaison Group, who 
also agreed to comment on our work programme and on 
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synergies with the priorities of her Group and of its member organisations. 
There are many other interesting articles in our newsletter, including an in-
terview with Bernardo Hernández Bataller on the revision of the EESC Code 
of Conduct and an interview with rapporteur Krzysztof Pater on EESC opin-
ion SOC/638: The need to guarantee real rights for persons with disabilities to 
vote in European Parliament elections. Happy reading!

Séamus Boland
President of the Diversity Europe Group  

of the European Economic and Social Committee
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Guest comment by the Co-Chair of the Liaison Group Brikena Xhomaqi

The Liaison Group looks forward to cooperating with the Diversity  
Europe Group

Brikena XHOMAQI
Co-Chair, Liaison Group
Director, Lifelong Learning Platform
Steering Committee Member, Civil So-
ciety Europe
Steering Group Member, Steering Group 
on Social Infrastructure Investment
External Evaluator, European Commis-
sion

There has always been special co-
operation between the Diversity 
Europe Group (Group III) and the 
Liaison Group1, which provides a 
framework for political dialogue and 
cooperation between the EESC and 
the European civil society organisa-
tions and networks.

The EESC has now started a new 
mandate, with many new Members 
and new presidents, including the 
president of the EESC, who co-chairs 
the Liaison Group with me. We are 
happy to have with us in the Liaison 
Group the new president of Group III 
with whom we look forward to co-
operating, aware as we are that he 
comes from this very same world of 
civil society organisations (CSOs).

If I look at the first steps of Group III 
and at its work programme, it only 
confirms my conviction that our co-
operation has the clear potential to 
continue and go from strength to 
strength in the coming years and, 
even more importantly, in the cur-
rent context. 

As for the general objectives of the 
Group, i.e. to “contribute to making 
local communities more sustainable, 
resilient, equitable, productive and 

socially just, whilst also upholding 
the highest levels of democratic gov-
ernance, respect for rights and the 
rule of law”, the Liaison Group mem-
bers share the same deep concerns 
and priorities, be it on the what as well 
as on the how. Strengthening civic 
space and civil dialogue at all levels 
are key priorities for our Group.

The topic that Group III has decided 
to focus on, the fight against pover-
ty, is of great interest to our organi-
sations, as our members are already 
playing a key role in coping with the 
countless pandemic-related chal-
lenges at European, national, region-
al and local level.

All citizens must be involved in the 
current recovery and reconstruction 
process and the forthcoming Confer-
ence on the Future of Europe, so as to 
make sure that no one is left behind 
on our path towards a sustainable 
Europe in 2030 and beyond. 

Against this background, the fully 
virtual EESC Civil Society Days2 (1-5 
March) are intended to be a public 

forum bringing together European 
citizens, CSOs and the European insti-
tutions, including EESC Members, for 
a debate about the essential compo-
nents of a Sustainable Recovery for 
the Future of Europe’s Citizens. 

Besides this, we look forward to co-
operating with Group III and contrib-
uting to its opinions and studies, no-
tably on disability and on the elderly, 
and to participating in its seminars 
and conferences, such as the ones 
on the role of volunteering, on the 
response of CSOs to COVID-19 or on 
the statutes of associations/NGOs in 
Europe. Our members are eager, on 
the one hand, to bring the expertise 
and voices of their organisations 
and, it goes without saying, of the cit-
izens they represent to the table, and 
on the other, to help with outreach 
and disseminate information about 
Group III activities, especially through 
our Newsletter3 and Twitter account4.

European Economic
and Social Committee

Brikena Xhomaqi © EESC

1. EESC, Liaison Group, https://europa.eu/!xk44tN 
2. EESC, Civil Society Days 2021, draft programme, 
https://europa.eu/!qM94Dh 
3. EESC, Liaison Group, subscribe to newsletter, 
https://europa.eu/!yN87YC 
4. Twitter, Civil Society Liaison Group, https://twitter.
com/EESC_LiaisonG 
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https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/other/liaison-group/newsletters/subscribe-newsletters
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/civil-society-days-2021/programme
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/other/liaison-group/newsletters/subscribe-newsletters
https://twitter.com/EESC_LiaisonG
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Focusing attention on minorities is not easy and cannot be taken  
for granted

Associations and their contribution – the heartbeat of Europe, the EESC 
and the Diversity Europe Group

Pietro Vittorio BARBIERI (IT)
Vice-President, Diversity Europe Group
President, EESC thematic study group on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Former Spokesperson, Forum Terzo Set-
tore (Third Sector Forum)
President, Centre for Autonomy (Centro 
per l’Autonomia)

As vice-president of the Diversity Eu-
rope Group, representing the Italian 
third sector, and president of the EE-
SC’s thematic study group5 on the 
rights of persons with disabilities, I 
personally believe that focusing on 
minorities means making a signifi-
cant contribution to the democratic 

Andris GOBIŅŠ (LV)
Spokesperson, EESC Associational Life 
Category
President, European Movement in Latvia

development of the European Union 
and its Member States. The rule of 
law is based, among other things, on  
respect for minorities. Minori-
ties are among those most at risk of 
ending up in poverty, as they have  
difficulties accessing good-quality and 
fair employment. The issue is a matter 
for civil society organisations, which 
generously and enthusiastically give 
minorities who are normally on the 
margins of society a voice.

The Group III work programme 
focuses on the subject of poverty and 
is therefore closely linked to the 
issue of minorities. It cannot be 

The Associational Life Category6 is the 
newest category in the EESC and has 
been growing since it was founded 
in 2018. Nowadays it consists of 18 
committed representatives from 
13 EU Member States. Members be-
long to national or EU-level associa-
tional life organisations and represent 
foundations, associations, NGOs or 
other types of organisation interested 
in promoting the rule of law and the 
free movement of people, as well as 
protecting civil liberties and human 
rights. 

taken for granted and it is not easy to 
focus attention on those who are nor-
mally perceived as distant, or outside 
of the mainstream. If the Committee, 
through Group III, gives a voice back 
to those who do not have one, this 
would achieve two major aims: forc-
ing the European institutions and the 
Member States to address the issue 
and providing a great deal of support 
to European voluntary organisations, 
who are most disadvantaged by dis-
tance and the supra-national dimen-
sion. In my view, the Group’s work 
programme can consequently con-
tribute to strengthening minori-
ties’ rights in Europe.

The Category will contribute to 
the Diversity Europe Group’s (Group 
III) work programme and to the EESC’s 
overall objectives – and it aims to be 
the heartbeat of their activities. All 
Members of the Category are united 
by their heart-felt ties to their values 
and to strong voluntary traditions. We 
are active in disability rights, in pro-
moting the EU and in working towards 
creating the conditions for mean-
ingful civil dialogue. The fact that 
youth organisations and networks 

Pietro Vittorio Barbieri © EESC

Andris Gobiņš © EESC

© Vikky Mir, Shutterstock

5. EESC thematic study group on rights of persons with 
disabilities, https://europa.eu/!Uk74mw 
6. EESC, Associational Life Category, https://europa.
eu/!VD38XB

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/other/thematic-study-group-disability-rights
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/members-groups/categories/associational-life-category
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Giuseppe GUERINI (IT)
Spokesperson, EESC Social Economy 
Category
President, Cecop-Cicopa Europe, Euro-
pean confederation of industrial and 
service cooperatives
Board Member, Confcooperative, Con-
federation of Italian Cooperatives
President, Confcooperative Bergamo

The Social Economy Category7 has been 
active in the EESC for many years. Thanks 
to the laudable work of previous spokes-
persons and many Diversity Europe 
Group Members, this category has been 
instrumental in ensuring that the EESC 
continues to prioritise development 
and an economy geared primarily to the 
wellbeing of people, the environment 
and local communities.

The hallmarks of social econo-
my organisations, which are large-
ly formed on the back of civil society’s 
capacity and commitment, mean that 
these organisations echo the guiding 
principles of the work programme of the 
Diversity Europe Group. Indeed, social 

economy organisations and our Group 
are founded on the acknowledgement 
that differences, open mindedness and 
the ability to bring together seemingly 
disparate interests are a source of wealth. 

The social economy reflects the capa- 
city to organise solidarity, includ-
ing in business form. Its many successful 
activities have shown that it is also pos-
sible for businesses to meet objectives 
which are in the general interest and for 
the common good. The social economy 
does this by calling on individuals who 
come together to shape a collective 
response to the needs of local commu-
nities or of groups of people with par-
ticular needs, or just to work towards an 
ideal which serves the common good. 
By carrying out economic activities de-

The Category’s and Group’s work programmes share the same values

Giuseppe Guerini © EESC

7. EESC, Social Economy Category, https://europa.
eu/!ht47UK
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are well-represented in the Category 
gives hope of offering fresh ideas and 
a good balance will be struck with 
the experience provided by members 
from pensioner associations or family 
organisations, etc.

A final work programme for the Cate-
gory will be approved at the Catego-
ry’s next meeting. However, based on 
the statements of the Category Mem-
bers during the first meeting there 
seems to be a great chance of con-
tributing to the following:

• modernising the working meth-
ods of both the EESC and Group 
III, repairing and rebuilding their 
reputation and reaching out more 
to external civil society organisa-
tions, e.g. via close links with the 
EU-wide networks and with the Li-
aison Group and their involvement 
in Group III and the EESC’s work;

• examining the impact of COVID-19 
on the lives of EU citizens, e.g. via 
an event on the shrinking space for 
civil society and possible actions to 
counter it;

• building up civil society’s capacities 
in order to enhance participation, 
innovation, ownership and com-
munity resilience e.g. by putting 
the Roadmap on civic participation, 
as described in Article 11 TEU, into 
practice and making the funding 
from the Recovery and Resilience 
Fund (RRF), the multiannual finan-
cial framework (MFF) and the rights 
and value programme accessible to 
CSOs at national and EU level.

A final and more precise list will be 
available soon. EESC Members can 
still join the Category and contrib-
ute to its common aims – check your 
profile and join.

© Rawpixel.com, Shutterstock

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/members-groups/categories/social-economy-category
https://europa.eu/!ht47UK
https://europa.eu/!ht47UK


7

D
IV

ER
SI

TY
 E

U
R

O
P

E

voted to the common good, civil society 
organisations promote social responsi-
bility in the form of businesses, demon-
strating that businesses not predicated 
solely on private profit can be perfectly 
viable. 

Like the social economy, the Diversi-
ty Europe Group is deeply rooted in 
social groups, volunteer associations, 
active citizenship groups and vocation-
al organisations. The same is true of its 
work programme which focuses on sus-
tainability and social cohesion, promot-
ing rights and encouraging people to 
see local communities as cornerstones 
of identity and Europe as a “community 
of destiny”.

This is why I believe that the Social Econ-
omy Category’s work programme, 
on which the members of the Catego-
ry and I are currently working, and the 

Group’s work programme dovetail into 
and support each other: it is because 
they share the same values.

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

As a representative of the Profes-
sions Category8 of our Committee,  
I am pleased that the current work 
programme of the Diversity Europe 
Group is so relevant to the acti- 
vities of the liberal professions. 
Making local communities more re-
silient, equitable, productive, sustain-
able and socially just often depends 

on the work of the professions: sus-
tainable development and the green 
transition can only happen based on 
smart engineering and planning solu-
tions from architects, engineers and 
related professions who ensure that 
our infrastructure can withstand nat-
ural disasters and that a high-quality 
built environment enhances social 
welfare and quality of life. The engi-
neering professions are central to all 
new technical developments, includ-
ing digitalisation, and thus make an 
essential contribution to social inclu-
sion and a fair transition in many areas 

of life. Advice and support from the 
legal and financial professions are also 
crucial in combating different forms 
of social injustice and inequality. And 
the dependence of our society on 
the wide range of medical and social 
professions has become acutely clear 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. These 
professions take care of our most 
basic human needs and so play a 
key role in ensuring health and safety, 
and thus resilience and quality of life. 

© VectorMine, Shutterstock

Work programme of the Diversity Europe Group from the perspective of 
the liberal professions

Rudolf Kolbe

8. EESC, Professions Category, https://europa.
eu/!MJ76wG 

© Rawpixel.com, Shutterstock

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/members-groups/categories/professions-category
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/members-groups/categories/professions-category


8

The importance of the liberal profes-
sions in realising the objectives of the 
work programme is therefore clear, 
and the programme is an opportunity 
to make more tangible their manifold 
contributions to our society’s wealth 
and welfare so that they can receive 
proper recognition. This might even 
lead to new and innovative approach-

es to the definition of the “public inter-
est” in the EU legal framework. And it 
will offer a lot of scope for new multi-
disciplinary approaches to achieve im-
portant and ambitious goals.

Maintaining the highest levels of dem-
ocratic governance, and upholding 
rights and the rule of law, are among 

the work programme’s objectives. This 
is of utmost importance to the liberal 
professions: the efficient exercise of 
their activities depends on it. Any work 
in this area is hence very welcome and 
will strengthen the sector.

The work programmes of the Consumers and Environment Category and 
the Group go hand in hand

9. EESC, Environment and Consumers Category, 
https://europa.eu/!Nf36rW 

Thierry LIBAERT (FR)
Spokesperson, EESC Environment and 
Consumers Category
Representative, Nicolas Hulot Founda-
tion for Nature and Mankind NGO
Research Associate, Catholic University 
of Leuven

The Consumers and Environment Cat-
egory9 is a body of our Committee 
that brings together representatives of 
consumer and environmental organi-
sations, all Members of our Diversity 
Europe Group. Our guiding principle is 
to ensure that our Category serves as 
a forum for cross-fertilisation between 
environmental and consumer protec-
tion issues and, above all, that these 
two topics are able to closely converge 
in our work.

The Category’s 2021 work pro-
gramme is an ambitious one, since 
we shall be dealing with the prospects 
for consumption in a post-Covid Eu-
ropean Union, energy poverty, the 
Green Deal, environmental claims 
and the impact of digitalisation on 

consumption. These are also issues 
that are part of our Group’s work pro-
gramme, which is something I value 
highly, since these are key issues for 
the consumer and environment sec-
tors. The work of the Group and 
the Category can complement 
each other here. This is, in my view, 
a unique opportunity to increase the 
impact of our work and we, the Cate-
gory Members, are ready to make the 
most of this opportunity.

The next Category meeting is sched-
uled for 30 March and we will have the 
opportunity to ponder developments 
in post-Covid consumption patterns 
along with the European Consumer 
Organisation (BEUC) and Sandro Gozzi 
MEP, who will give us an overview of 
the European Parliament’s work on 
these and many other matters. In the 
afternoon, we shall also be addressing 
food waste, a topic that is also of inter-
est to many Members of our Diversity 
Europe Group.

Thierry Libaert © EESC
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© Rawpixel.com, Shutterstock

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/members-groups/categories/consumers-and-environment-category-cec
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/members-groups/categories/consumers-and-environment-category-cec
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Working together to create a sustainable and fair society

Gabriele MÜLLER-LIST (DE)
Board Member, Federal Association of 
Senior Citizens’ Organisations (BAGSO)

The COVID-19 pandemic presents us 
with big challenges. To enable eco-
nomic and social recovery after 
the crisis, it is important to strengthen 
healthcare systems, step up digitalisa-
tion, remove discrimination, promote 
integration and inclusion, and improve 
education and training. Achieving this 
will be a considerable task for govern-
ment and civil society. It is welcome 
that our Group’s work programme, 
with its focus on combating poverty, 
addresses most of these issues. 

I believe that it is important for the 
further development of civil society 
to concentrate on the elderly in 
particular. The Council has pointed 
the way here, with its conclusions10 
on “Human rights, participation and 
well-being of older persons in the era 
of digitalisation”, prompted by the 
German presidency. This was affirmed 
by the Trio Presidency Declaration on 
Ageing11 in December 2020. 

The EESC is currently drawing up 
an exploratory opinion12 at the re-
quest of the Portuguese presiden-
cy that focuses on access for all age 
groups to training measures and 
lifelong learning and inclusion 
of the most disadvantaged so-
cial groups as an individual right. 
This would improve digitalisation for 
everyone, increase job opportunities 
– including those for older people and 
the disabled – and, importantly, pro-
mote competitiveness.
 
The Commission Green Paper on Age-
ing13 demonstrates that Europe’s 
ageing societies face particular 
challenges. It was presented at the 

end of January 2021 and shows how 
increasing population ageing affects 
the economy and society, pointing to 
the key issues and work to be done 
that this implies. This is about good 
healthcare systems, preventive care, 
creating more jobs for older people, 
lifelong learning, pensions and so-
cial protection, and the right of older 
people and the elderly to be included 
in society and cultural life. The Green 
Paper underlines the need for sus-
tainable ways to address de-
mographic change, which cannot 
happen without intergenerational 
solidarity. Based on the results of an 
ongoing consultation14 process, the 
Commission will look at strategies for 
action to support the Member States 
in addressing the demographic chal-
lenges.

Especially with respect to the effects 
of the pandemic on elderly people, it is 
important and good that our Group’s 
work programme takes the issues 
mentioned above on board and cham-
pions the principle of a sustainable 
and fair society. This means that the 
Group can make an important contri-
bution to improving the living condi-
tions of older people as well as those 
with disabilities in Europe.

Gabriele Müller-List

© Prostock-studio, Shutterstock

10. Council of the EU, Improving the well-being of 
older persons in the era of digitalisation: Council 
adopts conclusions, https://europa.eu/!Hc48Xb
11. Trio Presidency Declaration on Ageing, 
h t t p s : / / w w w . b m f s f j . d e / b l o b / 1 6 3 1 8 0 /
c2173339af6c7568dbd168b29a31b06e/tr io -
pesidency-declaration-on-ageing-data.pdf
12. EESC opinion SOC/663, https://europa.eu/!Ud77dt
13. European Commission, Green Paper on Ageing, 
https://europa.eu/!Fq86bB
14. European Commission, Demographic change 
in Europe - green paper on ageing, https://europa.
eu/!xj84Wm

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/12/improving-the-well-being-of-older-persons-in-the-era-of-digitalisation-council-adopts-conclusions/
https://www.bmfsfj.de/blob/163180/c2173339af6c7568dbd168b29a31b06e/trio-pesidency-declaration-on-ageing-data.pdf
https://www.bmfsfj.de/blob/163180/c2173339af6c7568dbd168b29a31b06e/trio-pesidency-declaration-on-ageing-data.pdf
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/how-promote-based-education-and-training-lifelong-learning-perspective-skills-needed-europe-establish-more-just-more
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/1_en_act_part1_v8_0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/1_en_act_part1_v8_0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12722-Green-Paper-on-Ageing/public-consultation
https://europa.eu/!Hc48Xb
https://www.bmfsfj.de/blob/163180/c2173339af6c7568dbd168b29a31b06e/trio-pesidency-declaration-on-ageing-data.pdf
https://www.bmfsfj.de/blob/163180/c2173339af6c7568dbd168b29a31b06e/trio-pesidency-declaration-on-ageing-data.pdf
https://www.bmfsfj.de/blob/163180/c2173339af6c7568dbd168b29a31b06e/trio-pesidency-declaration-on-ageing-data.pdf
https://europa.eu/!Fq86bB
https://europa.eu/!xj84Wm
https://europa.eu/!xj84Wm
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Our Group and the EESC presidency strive for close cooperation

On 12 March, the Diversity Europe 
Group will host a hybrid conference 
on “Civil Society Organisations during 
and after COVID-19: what challenges 
and what future?”. The event will see 
the launch of the EESC study “The 
response of civil society organisa-
tions to the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the consequent restrictive measures 
adopted in Europe”, as well as topical 
debates with high-level speakers 
and civil society representatives.

The study, commissioned by the EESC 
at the request of the Group, sheds light 
on the activities of civil society organ-
isations (CSOs) in assisting local com-
munities and vulnerable groups to deal 
with the pandemic. Quantitative and 
qualitative data on their activities are 
presented through case studies. The au-
thors applied a mixed method combin-

Our Group welcomed EESC pres-
ident Christa Schweng to its 
meeting on 27 January before 
the EESC’s plenary session. The 
EESC president was invited to 
present the priorities and work 
programme of her presidency 
and to comment on the Group’s 
work programme and synergies. 

Christa Schweng opened her ad-
dress by thanking the Group for the 
invitation: “The fact that various Mem-
bers from all countries, groups and 
fields of activity are closely working 
together and contributing to improve 
EU policies is exactly the richness and 
the added value of the Committee.” 
The EESC president continued by ex-
plaining the motto of her presiden-
cy: United for the future of Europe. 

ing desk search and an in-depth online 
survey. The study highlights key topics 
for the future of CSOs, such as the lack 
of stable funding streams, legal frame-
works and adequate resources and skill-

“Joining forces to work on a strong-
er, inclusive, sustainable and resilient 
post-COVID Europe is now more im-
portant than ever,” she said. This 
would apply to her vision on the coop-
eration with the EU institutions and civ-
il society stakeholders, but also to the 
work of the EESC’s Members and staff.

The EESC president congratulated our 
Group for the themes included in the 
work programme and described cur-
rent challenges and her proposals to ad-
dress them. Speaking about common 
points between the presidency’s and 
the Group’s priorities, Ms Schweng 
agreed, amongst other things, on re-
doubling the efforts to deal with pov-
erty and social exclusion issues 
and said that “we must ensure that peo-
ple are at the very centre of policies.” 

sets, which will require future reflection 
and bold political decisions to make sure 
that CSOs’ capacities are maintained 
and strengthened in the post-COVID-19 
recovery phase. During the conference, 
the authors of the study will present their 
main findings and recommendations.

Consequent discussions with 
high-level speakers and civil society 
representatives will focus on the impact 
of the pandemic on vulnerable groups 
of people, how civil society organisa-
tions helped these vulnerable groups, 
initiatives taken by civil society organi-
sations to review how they handled the 
crisis and the ways in which they will 
contribute to reconstruction and to sus-
tainable post COVID-19 communities.

More information on the event is 
available at: https://europa.eu/!PG36rF

The EESC president also stressed the 
crucial role of organised civil society in 
EU policy making. Finally, Ms Schweng 
spoke about her intentions and ideas to 
reform the Committee and urged 
Members for their support.

Closing her statement, the EESC  
president said she “would be very 
pleased if we could make the most 
of our common priorities. This 
would be a way to mutually reinforce 
our activities and impact and cre-
ate the best possible synergies be-
tween your activities and those of the  
presidency.”

Group president Séamus Boland and 
Members thanked Christa Schweng 
for her speech and the work done to 
date and welcomed the possibility for 

NEWS FROM THE DIVERSITY EUROPE GROUP

Group conference to address aftermath of COVID-19 for 
organised civil society

© EESC
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exchange.
Séamus Boland thanked Ms 
Schweng for outlining the problems 
and issues facing the EU and said that 
“you have taken over the presidency 
at a very difficult time, but I can assure 
you that we will be working with you 
to raise the profile of the Committee 
and to demonstrate the real added 
value of our work”. Following that, the 
Group president invited Members to 
take the floor.

Baiba Miltovica was the first mem-
ber to speak. In her function as EESC 
TEN section president, she ensured the 
EESC president that much of the sec-
tion’s work would be in line with the 
presidency’s work programme. Ms Mil-
tovica said that the section works on 
“climate change and the digital and en-

ergy transition, keeping in mind both 
the social and the economic dimen-
sion. The section and the Group will 
pay great attention to the issues of en-
ergy and digital poverty and I hope 
your presidency will do the same.”

The next Member to speak was Cillian 
Lohan, current EESC vice-president 
for communication. Talking about the 
start of this term, Mr Lohan addressed 
Ms Schweng, saying “you have been 
very willing to look at current prob-
lems head on and try to come up with 
solutions to them and I think that is an 
excellent start to the mandate. I look 
forward to an exciting new chapter of 
the Committee under your presidency.”

With regard to EU recovery funding,  
Panagiotis Gkofas proposed that 

the EESC advocate the creation of 
a mechanism to monitor whether 
funds reached the real economy. Sub-
sequently, the EESC president in-
formed the Group that the Committee 
will in a 1st step analyse the involve-
ment of organised civil society in the 
drawing up of national recovery plans. 
A resolution shall be adopted at the 
February plenary session.  In a 2nd step, 
it will analyse whether funds are used 
effectively and reach those in need.

Following that, president Séamus 
Boland highlighted the Group’s par-
ticular interest in the health and 
wellbeing of communities and 
people and the crucial role played by 
civil society organisations during and 
after the pandemic. Closing the ex-
change, the Group president said “we 
want to support everything you do 
and bring to us. We want you to be a 
welcome guest at our meetings during 
your mandate and we certainly want 
to ensure that you will remind every-
body that the kind of organisations in-
volved in our Group are not forgotten 
by either the governments, the Mem-
ber States or the social partners.”

Associations are crucially important for democracy in Europe

Christa Schweng and Séamus Boland © EESC

On 17 January, the Associational 
Life Category held its first meeting 
of the new term of office 2020-2025.

Andris Gobiņš, who is president of 
the European Movement – Latvia15, 
was elected as spokesperson for 
the Category. During his speech, Mr 
Gobiņš highlighted, inter alia, the 
role of associations at the heart 
of democracy and of the EU, and the 
need to improve civil dialogue and the 
working environment for associations. 

The Members of the Category agreed to 
set up a programme for the next two-
and-a-half years and all Members shared 
their views on the priorities. These con-
tributions will feed into the Category’s 
work programme, which will be dis-
cussed and adopted at the next meeting.

The Category also listened to sever-
al guest speakers. Séamus Boland, 
the president of the Diversity Eu-
rope Group, invited the Members of 
the Category to collaborate with the 
Group in order to promote the crucial 
work done by civil society organisa-
tions (CSOs) and the values of the Eu-
ropean Union.

The last part of the meeting was dedi-
cated to discussing the involvement 
of CSOs in the preparation of EU 
national recovery and resilience 
plans with Reka Horvath, European 
Commission representative for the Re-
covery and Resilience Task Force, and 
Carlotta Besozzi, coordinator of Civ-
il Society Europe. Ms Horvath first gave 
an update on the current guidelines 
concerning stakeholder involvement 

and then outlined the Commission’s 
approach when examining the draft 
plans submitted by some Member 
States. Ms Besozzi then presented the 
findings of a report16 on this matter, 
highlighting that in many countries, 
there had been a poor quality con-
sultation of CSOs, even when such 
processes were otherwise in place. In 
light of these findings and listening 
to the Members of the Category, she 
agreed that there was a need to set 
minimum standards for the debate 
with civil society on European issues.

15. European Movement - Latvia,  www.eiropaskustiba.
lv/sample-page/english/
16. Civil Society Europe & European Center for Not-
for-Profit Law (December 2020), Participation of 
civil society organisations in the preparation of the 
EU National Recovery and Resilience Plans, https://
civilsocietyeurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/
CSE-ECNL-Participation-of-CSOs-in-the-preparation-
of-the-EU-NRRPs_spread.pdf

http://www.eiropaskustiba.lv/sample-page/english/
https://civilsocietyeurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/CSE-ECNL-Participation-of-CSOs-in-the-preparation-of-the-EU-NRRPs_spread.pdf
http://www.eiropaskustiba.lv/sample-page/english/
http://www.eiropaskustiba.lv/sample-page/english/
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Comment by Pietro Vittorio Barbieri in view of the European Disability 
Rights Strategy for the next decade

Pietro Vittorio BARBIERI (IT)
Vice-President, Diversity Europe Group
President, EESC thematic study group on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Former Spokesperson, Forum Terzo Settore (Third Sector Forum)
President, Centre for Autonomy (Centro per l’Autonomia)

The new European disability strategy is more than an action plan, it is an agree-
ment between the European institutions and people with disabilities and their 
family members. Unfortunately, the reasons for social exclusion are still there, 
among us. The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is be-
ing implemented very slowly by the Member States. Clearly, the pandemic has 
particularly affected people with disabilities, as shown by the fact that they are 
being neglected and by their deaths. We need to tackle issues linked to seg-
regation and to the places where the infection has spread most easily. People 
with disabilities must also be freed from the risk to their lives and from fear by 

ensuring they receive priority access to the vaccination. The new strategy is a chance to address all of these issues and to 
make real progress on disability rights. We must use this opportunity.

Comment by Luca Jahier on the EESC resolution on the involvement of 
organised civil society in the national recovery and resilience plans

Luca JAHIER (IT)
Former EESC President (2018-2020)
Former Diversity Europe Group President (2010-2018)
Vice-President, EESC European Semester Group
Journalist and political analyst
Expert in the field of associations, social advancement and the third sector - 
international relations department, Christian Associations of Italian Workers (ACLI)

The agreement reached by the European Parliament and the Council in De-
cember on the Recovery and Resilience Plan includes a paragraph on the 
involvement of, among others, the social partners and civil society. Article 
15(3) requires national recovery and resilience plans to set out “a summary 
of the consultation process, conducted in accordance with the national le-
gal framework, of local and regional authorities, social partners, civil society 

organisations, youth organisations, and other relevant stakeholders, for the preparation and, where available, the 
implementation of the plan and how the inputs of the stakeholders are reflected in the plan”.

The EESC decided to carry out an extensive analysis of the state of play in the 27 Member States and to prepare 
a resolution on this subject. In just over a month, the Members carried out a wide-ranging consultation in 26 
countries, which included various national economic and social councils (ESCs). The EESC’s consultation revealed 

DIVERSITY EUROPE GROUP 
MEMBERS IN THE SPOTLIGHT
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a rather critical picture: with a few exceptions, in the vast majority of countries, the involvement of social partners 
and civil society organisations was marginal, inconsistent and varied by sector. There was also a lack of forums and 
procedures for more structured consultation, despite a considerable number of events and hearings taking place and 
the wide variety of contributions from these being communicated via conferences, webinars and timely documents.
A survey carried out by the European Committee of the Regions (CoR) revealed a similar situation, finding that cities 
and the various local authorities have not been systematically involved.

In its resolution, the EESC calls for this situation to be rectified, both in the months left to prepare the national recov-
ery and resilience plans (NRRPs) and when outlining the procedures for implementing and monitoring these NRRPs. 
In particular, better use should be made of the various existing national bodies, which could support the consultation 
process.

From day one, Members foster close cooperation with the upcoming 
Slovenian Council Presidency

Neža REPANŠEK (SL)
Vice-President, National Youth 
Council of Slovenia for International 
Cooperation

Branko RAVNIK (SL)
Director, Chamber of Agriculture and 
Forestry of Slovenia (CAFS)

On 3 February 2021, our Members 
Branko Ravnik and Neža Repanšek 
took part in a virtual meeting be-
tween Slovenian EESC Members 
and Gašper Dovžan, State Secre-
tary at the Slovenian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. The meeting took 
place in view of the preparations 
for Slovenia’s Presidency of the 
Council of the European Union in the 
second half of 2021.

Together with EESC Members from 
the EESC’s Employers’ (Urška Sojč, Jože 
Smole) and Workers’ Groups (Andrej 
Zorko, Jakob Počivavšek), Mr Ravnik 
and Ms Repanšek took part in a fruit-
ful discussion about activities that 
will involve cooperation with the Euro-
pean Economic and Social Committee 
before and during the Slovenian Pres-
idency.

Mr Dovžan expressed his awareness 
of the role of the European Economic 
and Social Committee in European de-
cision-making processes and welcomed 
the initiatives and proposals by the EESC 
Members to help further shape the com-
mon agenda. The State Secretary em-
phasized the importance of strengthen-
ing the European Union’s resilience, its 
economic renewal with emphasis on the 
digital and green transition, strengthen-
ing the EU based on the rule of law, pre-
serving the European way of life, and the 
EU as a secure partner in the neighbour-
hood and the world.
 

The EESC Members agreed on en-
hanced cooperation during the 
presidency and to mutual exchanges 
of information on priorities of special 
interest to Slovenia and its upcoming 
presidency. After the meeting, Ms 
Repanšek said: “Close cooperation 
with the presidency is of crucial im-
portance to us. It will ensure that the 
presidency is informed about people’s 
needs and expectations from day one 
and can address them properly with 
its priorities”.

Gašper Dovžan © EESC
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to look at the digitalisation of justice. 
Justice needs to be brought closer to 
citizens and we need to work on an in-
ternational judicial framework.”

EESC vice-president for communica-
tion Cillian Lohan complemented 
the Portuguese Prime Minister for 
shining a light on the need for a green 
and social recovery; the United Na-
tions’ Sustainable Development Goals 
are a tool that we have to ensure this. 
“There is an opportunity now for the 
EU to be a world leader both in ambi-
tion and in implementation in terms 
of climate action,” Mr Lohan said 
and called for an inclusive process to 

On the first day of the plenary, 27 
January, a debate took place on the 
priorities of the Portuguese  
presidency of the Council of the 
EU17 with António Costa, Prime 
Minister of Portugal. After a short 
presentation by the Prime Minister, 
Members of our Group took the floor, 
welcoming the Portuguese Presiden-
cy’s priorities and motto “Time to 
deliver: a fair, green and digital 
recovery”.

Luca Jahier, former EESC president 
(2018-2020) and vice-president of the 
EESC’s European Semester Group18, 
was the first to speak. Mr Jahier wel-
comed the aim of the presidency and 
was convinced that it would provide 
crucial input to determine the future 
of Europe. He told the Prime Minis-
ter: “Your presidency and the Porto 
Summit will represent a crucial step 
in reinforcing the social dimension 
of the resilience and recovery plan. It 
will also help to profoundly revise the 
European Semester mechanism. 
That will give a real possibility to strive 
for a more sustainable Europe.”

João Diogo de Castro Nabais 
dos Santos highlighted the need to 
address people’s growing concerns 
in view of the restrictive measures to 
contain the pandemic. Regarding the 
digital transition, he said: “We need 

design solutions that would not only 
leave no one behind, but would bring 
everyone along.

The last speaker from our Group was 
Giuseppe Guerini. The new spokes-
person of the EESC’s Social Economy 
Category19 called on European leaders 
to emphasise in the conclusions of the 
upcoming European Summit in Porto 
that: “In order to have a more socially 
sustainable and greener development 
model, we need to have greater recog-
nition of the social economy.”

The debate is available at: https://
fb.watch/3rPC8zQFaJ/

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE LAST PLENARY SESSION
Diversity Europe Group Members welcome the priorities of the Portuguese 
Presidency

António Costa © EESC

João Diogo de Castro Nabais dos Santo © EESC

Cillian Lohan © EESC

Giuseppe Guerini © EESC
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17. Portuguese Presidency of the Council of the EU, 
https://www.2021portugal.eu/en/
18. EESC, European Semester Group, https://europa.
eu/!Bq97bt
19. EESC, Social Economy Category, https://europa.
eu/!ht47UK

https://www.2021portugal.eu/en/
https://www.2021portugal.eu/en/
https://www.2021portugal.eu/en/
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/other/ad-hoc-group-european-semester
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/members-groups/categories/social-economy-category
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Members comment on the Commission work programme and Strategic 
Foresight Report

On 27 January, a plenary debate 
was held on the 2021 Commis-
sion work programme20 and the  
Strategic Foresight Report21 with 
Maroš Šefčovič, Vice-President of 
the European Commission – Interin-
stitutional Relations and Foresight. 
Following a presentation by the 
Vice-President, our Members Jarmila 
Dubravská, Lutz Ribbe and Juraj Sipko 
took the floor. 

Jarmila Dubravská highlighted the 
pivotal role played by health workers 
and volunteers, but also farmers, who 
guaranteed food supply, during the 
pandemic. With a view to recovery, Ms 
Dubravská said: “We, the farmers, 
are ready and willing to work on the 
recovery but we have to ensure that 
the conditions are right and that the 
farming sector is strengthened.”

Lutz Ribbe, president of the EESC’s 
Sustainable Development Observa-
tory22, raised a number of points con-
cerning the European Green Deal23, 
including the current growth concept. 
He said: “We have to generate new 
growth but it cannot be a traditional 
type of growth. We can’t use old meth-
ods to get beyond the pandemic. We 
have to go beyond GDP and look at 
climate neutrality, digitalisation, and 
more.” Mr Ribbe continued by urging 
the Commission Vice-President to stop 
granting subsidies that harm the envi-
ronment, and to put people again at 
the centre of energy policies as it 
was previously the case in the Energy 
Union strategy24. In addition to off-
shore and hydrogen initiatives, an on-
shore strategy was needed. This strat-
egy could tap into the potential, for 

instance, of solar cells, create growth 
in rural areas and hence contribute to 
progress.

Juraj Sipko highlighted the need to 
create a stable, fair and sustainable 
Europe, to look at trends and to en-
sure cooperation between academia, 
research, the European Commission 
and the Member States with a view 
to forming strategic foresight and 
policy. “The view of the future has to 
take into account all aspects of devel-
opment and evolution,” Mr Sipko said.

The debate is available at: https://
fb.watch/3t1x1uX3cw/

Maroš Šefčovič © EESC

Jarmila Dubravská © EESC

Lutz Ribbe © EESC

Juraj Sipko © EESC

20. European Commission, 2021 work programme, 
https://europa.eu/!Yf99Tf
21. European Commission, Strategic foresight, https://
ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/
new-push-european-democracy/strategic-foresight_
en
22. EESC, Sustainable Development Observatory, 
https://europa.eu/!Ht88Vb
23. European Commission, European Green 
Deal, https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/
priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
24. European Commission, Energy Union strategy, 
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/topics/energy-strategy/
energy-union_en

https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2021-commission-work-programme-key-documents_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2021-commission-work-programme-key-documents_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/new-push-european-democracy/strategic-foresight_en
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/observatories/sustainable-development-observatory
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/observatories/sustainable-development-observatory
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/topics/energy-strategy/energy-union_en
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/topics/energy-strategy/energy-union_en
https://fb.watch/3t1x1uX3cw/
https://fb.watch/3t1x1uX3cw/


to take a bolder approach to some 
of these issues”. 

Diversity Europe Group Members  
Pietro Vittorio Barbieri and Panagi-
otis Gkofas also joined the debate.  
Mr Barbieri called for an immedi-
ate response to the situation at 
the EU’s borders and at sea. “We  
all have to understand that this is a 
tragic situation and it cannot be al-
lowed to continue”, he stressed. Mr 
Gkofas welcomed the pact for its abil-
ity to manage the threats to security in 
Europe but questioned, amongst 
other things, its ability to achieve 
a fair and efficient resettlement: 
what kind of solidarity are we talking 
about, in what way can the Commis-
sion oblige a Member State to accept 
migrants? Mr Gkofas asked. 

The opinion on A New Pact on Migra-
tion and Asylum was adopted unan-
imously. 

The debate is available at: https://
fb.watch/3BfsXspMGl/
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Members’ reactions to the proposal for a new Pact on Migration and 
Asylum at EU-level

On 27 January, the European 
Commissioner for Home Affairs, 
Ylva Johansson, joined the EESC 
plenary for a debate on a new 
Pact on Migration and Asylum. 

The debate took place just before the 
adoption of the EESC opinion on 
A New Pact on Migration and 
Asylum (SOC/649)25 and thus gave 
Members the opportunity to express 
their ideas and concerns directly to the 
Commissioner. 

Ms Johansson stressed that the time 
had come to find pragmatic solutions 
to the issues of migration and asylum. 
The proposed pact would thus focus 
on “irregular migration”, an aspect 
that had been addressed less efficient-
ly in the past and would need to be 
improved. In order to do so, the Com-
missioner highlighted three strands 
of action in particular: the need to 
fight smuggling and work together 
with third countries to address the 
root causes of irregular migration, im-
proved return procedures and greater 
solidarity between Member States. 

The Diversity Europe Group Mem-
ber Christian Pîrvulescu, who was 
co-rapporteur for the mentioned EESC 
opinion, criticised the proposal’s lack 
of ambition: Since 2016, “there has not 
been a lot of headway made. […] We 
would encourage the Commission 
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25. European Economic and Social Committee, A New 
Pact on Migration and Asylum,
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-
information-reports/opinions/new-pact-migration-
and-asylum
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People and communities must be at the heart of future EU-UK relations

On the second day of the plenary, 28 
January, our Members participated in 
a debate on the new EU-UK Trade 
and Cooperation Agreement26 
with Michel Barnier, Head of the 
European Commission’s Task Force for 
Relations with the United Kingdom. 
Members expressed their relief that a 
no deal scenario could be avoided and 
thanked Mr Barnier for his outstand-
ing engagement and achievements.

President Séamus Boland thanked 
the negotiation team and the Member 
States particularly for their solidarity 
with Ireland and pointed to its future 
importance in view of the challenges 
arising from Brexit: “The situation re-
garding Brexit is only beginning. The 
problems, particularly those associ-
ated with Ireland, will unfortunately 
grow and we will need that continued 
solidarity that the EU has shown up to 
now.” He urged European policy-mak-

ers to keep people and communi-
ties at the heart of future EU-UK 
relations.

Luca Jahier, former EESC (2018-2020) 
and Group (2010-2018) president, re-
minded the plenary of Mr Barnier’s 
immense efforts to involve all stake-
holders in the negotiation process. 
“You were able to preserve and indeed 
strengthen the unity of the 27 Mem-
ber States,” he said, and expressed the 
Committee’s wish for fruitful coopera-
tion with the UK in the future.

Javier Garat Pérez addressed the 
impact of Brexit and the EU-UK Trade 
Agreement on EU fisheries. The fish-
ing industry would be disappointed 
with the deal as it meant a loss of fish-
ing opportunities and increased un-
certainty for its future. “It is certainly 

a major challenge for our fleets,” said 
Mr Garat Pérez, acknowledging that 
“the outcome for the fishing industry 
could have been worse”. Lastly, our 
Member asked the European author-
ities to continue to fight hard in 
negotiations concerning the EU 
fishing industry now and in the future.

Jarmila Dubravská broached the 
issue of agriculture. She asked the 
Commission representative how the 
trade agreement covered related EU 
strategies and standards, fearing the 
loss of the level playing field in this 
sector.

The debate is available at: https://
fb.watch/3rTHo4Suxa/

Michel Barnier © EESC

Séamus Boland © EESC

Javier Garat Pérez © EESC
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26. European Commission, EU-UK Trade and 
Cooperation Agreement, https://europa.eu/!vf83Ff
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On 27 January, EESC Members 
welcomed Olivier De Schutter, UN 
Special Rapporteur on extreme 
poverty and human rights27. 

Mr De Schutter, who had been 
meeting with representatives of the 
European bodies and civil society or-
ganisations since November 2020, 
presented the conclusions of his mis-
sion to the EU institutions. 

According to the UN rapporteur, “the 
growth and employment creation that 
took place over the last years has not 
benefitted people with lower levels 
of qualifications, people who are ill, 
or have a disability. […] We still have 
some 92 million people at risk of 
poverty in the EU.” In order to ad-
dress this situation, Mr De Schutter 
placed his hopes in the upcoming 
Social Summit, which would be a 
unique opportunity to make propos-
als for the effective implementation 
of the European Pillar of Social Rights,  
including a poverty reduction 
strategy. “We should be bold enough 
to set an ambitious goal of a 50%  
reduction in the number of people at 
risk of poverty by 2030,” he underlined.

Séamus Boland, president of the 
Diversity Europe Group, shared the 
concerns over the impact of the COV-
ID-19 pandemic on poverty levels: 

“For the first time in 30 years, there is 
an increase in global poverty”. In this 
context, the president highlighted the 
pivotal role played by civil society 
organisations in helping the most 
vulnerable groups in our society dur-
ing and after the pandemic. However, 
he also stressed the link between in-
creases in poverty and the erosion of 
rights and drew the attention to the 
issue of digital poverty, which is 
widening the gap between the poor 
and those who are well off.  

Diversity Europe Group Members 
Alain Coheur and Sif Holst also took 
the floor. Mr Coheur, who chairs the 
EESC’s INT section, said that health 
must be acknowledged as a hu-
man right and that countries should 
be supported in the implementation 

of solid social protection systems.  
Ms Holst spoke about persisting 
inequalities: “too many vulnerable 
groups, including people with disabil-
ities, struggle to make ends meet. 
We can and must do more […] and 
civil society can make a differ-
ence.”

Mr De Schutter presented his end-
of-mission statement on 29 January. 
More details can be found here28. 

The debate is available at: https://
fb.watch/3BfE-byAgc/ 
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27. United Nations, “Special Rapporteur on extreme 
poverty and human rights”, https://www.ohchr.org/EN/
Issues/Poverty/Pages/SRExtremePovertyIndex.aspx 
28. United Nations, “Statement by Professor Olivier 
De Schutter” (29 January 2021), https://www.
ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.
aspx?NewsID=26693&LangID=E
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Alain Coheur © EESC

Sif Holst © EESC

“We should be bold enough to set a goal of a 50% reduction of people at 
risk of poverty by 2030”

Olivier De Schutter © EESC

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Poverty/Pages/SRExtremePovertyIndex.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Poverty/Pages/SRExtremePovertyIndex.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Poverty/Pages/SRExtremePovertyIndex.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=26693&LangID=E
https://fb.watch/3BfE-byAgc/
https://fb.watch/3BfE-byAgc/
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The EESC adopted an updated Code of Conduct

On 28 January, a plenary debate on 
the revision of the EESC’s Rules 
of Procedure and Code of Con-
duct was held. Diversity Europe pres-
ident, Séamus Boland, thanked all 
Members involved in the preparation, 
especially Diversity Europe Group 
Members Ágnes Cser and Bernardo 
Hernández Bataller, who represented 
the Group in the Rules of Procedure 
Panel. Concerning the updated Code 
of Conduct29, Mr Boland took a clear 

stance: “Our new Code of Conduct 
sends a clear and highly important sig-
nal: from today, our business will fol-
low a clear set of rules, which pro-
tects Members and staff and ensures 
that this house manages its business 
in a proper manner. It is a clear state-
ment by all Members that we must not 
tolerate bad behaviour, fraud or any 
type of corruption and we must be at 
all times transparent.”

Following the debate, Members 
adopted the revised Code of Con-
duct. The revised EESC Rules of Pro-
cedure and Code of Conduct were 
published in the Official Journal30 on 
10 February. The new rules enter into 
force upon the date of their publica-
tion.

Read the following interview with our 
Member Bernardo Hernández Bataller 
to learn more.

Interview with Bernardo Hernández Bataller on the revision of the 
EESC Code of Conduct

Bernardo HERNÁNDEZ BATALLER (ES)
Secretary-general, Association of 
Communication Users (AUC)
Member, Spanish Consumers’ and Us-
ers’ Council (CCU)

During the January plenary ses-
sion, the EESC adopted its new 
Code of Conduct. Why was the re-
vision undertaken?

The new Code of Conduct is an up-
date and modernisation of the EESC’s 
Rules of Procedure, which lay down 
standards of conduct for EESC Mem-
bers, CCMI delegates, alternates and 
experts, combining transparency in 
their work and integrity, diligence, 
honesty, a sense of responsibility 
and respect for others with respect 
for the EESC’s reputation; in short, 
the requirement for appropriate be-
haviour by Members while reflecting 
the Committee’s concern to uphold 
the dignity and rights enshrined in 
the European Charter of Fundamen-
tal Rights.

What are the three most impor-
tant new features in the new Code 
of Conduct and what is their pur-
pose? 

The most important new features 
include detailed rules to prevent po-
tential “conflicts of interest” where 
Members are concerned, the crea-
tion of an Ethics Committee that can 
receive and deal with complaints 

from EESC Members and staff, there-
by giving them greater protection 
and, lastly, a specific procedure to 
cover any breach of the Code of Con-
duct, which will result in a reasoned 
opinion.

What are the next steps?

We are currently in the process of 
updating our internal rules, and now 
we need to start updating the EESC’s 
implementing rules in order to close 
any legal loopholes. Later on, and at 
a more leisurely pace, a process of 
fully revising the Rules of Procedure 
will be undertaken to bring them 
into line with new needs and social 
developments. In this last phase of 
the process, it is very important to 
involve all the Members and to take 
into account their thoughts and ide-
as, which enrich the contribution 
that the EESC can make to the pro-
cess of European integration.

Bernardo Hernández Bataller © EESC

29. EESC, Rules of Procedure and Code of Conduct of 
the Members of the EESC, https://europa.eu/!XK99xF
30. Official Journal of the EU, Volume 64, https://
e u r - l e x . e u r o p a . e u / l e g a l - c o n t e n t / E N / T X T /
PDF/?uri=OJ:L:2021:046:FULL&from=EN

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/about/rules-procedure-and-code-conduct-members-eesc
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/about/rules-procedure-and-code-conduct-members-eesc
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:L:2021:046:FULL&from=EN
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31. EESC opinion SOC/649, https://europa.eu/!Xc88um 
32. EESC opinion INT/923, https://europa.eu/!Hp38QD 
33. EESC opinion NAT/808, https://europa.eu/!Rg83nW 
34. EESC opinion TEN/717, https://europa.eu/!RG78MC 
35. EESC opinion NAT/811, https://europa.eu/!BH44tW 
36. EESC opinion NAT/803, https://europa.eu/!NV76xu 
37. EESC information report REX/526, https://europa.
eu/!Fm66HT
38. EESC, opinions, https://europa.eu/!wF86wY
39. EESC, plenary sessions, https://europa.eu/!Dg84qG 

OVERVIEW OF RECENT WORK BY OUR MEMBERS
The last EESC plenary session took place from 27 and 28 January, in a hybrid format with some Members present on the 
EESC premises and others connecting remotely. The EESC plenary adopted 19 opinions and one information report, 7 of 
which were drafted by Members of the Diversity Europe Group. A list recent work can be found below.

Cristian PÎRVULESCU (RO), co-rapporteur, SOC/64931 A New Pact on Migration and Asylum

Louise GRABO (SE), rapporteur, INT/92332 Establishing the European High Performance Computing Joint Undertaking

Arnaud SCHWARTZ (FR), rapporteur, NAT/80833 Application of the Aarhus Convention - Access to Justice in Environmental 
Matters

Lutz RIBBE (DE), rapporteur, TEN/71734 U Strategy for Energy System Integration

Lutz RIBBE (DE), rapporteur-general, NAT/81135 Environment Action Programme to 2030

Jan DIRX (NL), co-rapporteur, NAT/80336 Stepping up Europe’s Climate Ambition

Lidija Pavić-Rogošić (HR), rapporteur, REX/52637 Sustainable development in the Mediterranean region

The complete texts of all EESC opinions are available in various language 
versions on the Committee’s website38.

The next EESC plenary session will take place on 24 and 25 March. It 
will be an hybrid meeting. For more information on the upcoming plenary 

session please visit our website39.

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/new-pact-migration-and-asylum
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/joint-undertaking-high-performance-computing
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/application-aarhus-convention-access-justice-environmental-matters
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/eu-strategy-energy-system-integration
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/environment-action-programme-2030
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/stepping-europes-climate-ambition-communication
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/information-reports/sustainable-development-mediterranean-region-information-report
https://europa.eu/!wF86wY
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/plenary-sessions
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WHAT HAPPENED TO SOC/638?  
Interview with Krzysztof Pater on the EESC opinion SOC/638: The 
need to guarantee real rights for persons with disabilities to vote in 
European Parliament elections

Rapporteur: Krzysztof PATER (PL)
Vice-President, EESC Labour Market 
Observatory
President, National Scout and Guide 
Court, Polish Scouting and Guiding As-
sociation (ZHP)

Mr Pater, the December plena-
ry adopted your opinion unani-
mously. Congratulations. What is 
this opinion about?

Currently, in all 27 EU Member States, 
there are rules or organisational ar-
rangements that deprive many voters 
with disabilities of their possibility to 
vote in European Parliament (EP) elec-
tions and political decision-makers do 
almost nothing to change this. This sit-
uation not only concerns fundamen-
tal rights, but, first and foremost, it is 
about human dignity and equality.

How could this situation be  
addressed?

According to the EESC opinion, 
the 1976 Electoral Act must be 
changed to guarantee that in 2024 
all EU citizens with disabilities have 
a real right to vote. The principles of 
universality, directness and secrecy 
of elections must be clarified so that:

• depriving people of the right 
to vote in EP elections on the 
grounds of disability or health sta-
tus is banned;

• individuals unable to reach their 
polling station due to disability 

have the right to vote outside the 
polling station;

• persons with disabilities in need 
of significant support to vote in-
dependently are offered solutions 
that enable them to vote without 
assistance from other people.

The opinion urges the European Parlia-
ment to draw up a draft amendment 
to the 1976 Electoral Act. The European 
Council should lay down these revised 
rules and finally – Member States should 
unanimously approve these rules.

We believe that the EU must comply 
with its international commit-
ments regarding the voting rights of 
persons with disabilities. If we, as the 
EU, want others to pay attention to 
human rights, we must respect them 
ourselves. I am sure that changes 
ensuring a real right to vote in EP 
elections will give rise to similar 
changes in relation to national or 
local elections in Member States. 

Something needs to initiate the pro-
cess of change and I believe that the 
EESC opinion will do it.

The opinion was successfully 
adopted, what are the next steps? 
What do you do to make civil soci-
ety’s voice heard?

Our main efforts will focus on con-
vincing the European Parliament’s 
Committee on Constitutional Affairs 
of the need to initiate a legislative 
process to change the 1976 Electoral 
Act. Of course – we can’t forget about 
Member States, as their final approv-
al would be necessary to make legal 
changes effective. I hope to get sup-
port from ongoing presidencies to 
make Member States aware of the se-
riousness of the problem. The Europe-
an Disability Forum should also play a 
very important role, along with other 
organisations whose activities focus 
on human rights. I also count on media 
activity – which in 2019 led to a previ-
ous EESC Information Report40 on this 
problem becoming the most popular 
document adopted by the EESC.

Find out more about the EESC opin-
ion SOC/638 at: https://europa.eu/!-
Mu93Mk 

Krzysztof Pater © EESC

40. EESC information report on real rights of 
persons with disabilities to vote in European 
Parliament elections, https://europa.eu/!rf73vn

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/real-rights-persons-disabilities-vote-european-parliament-elections-information-report
https://europa.eu/!Mu93Mk
https://europa.eu/!Mu93Mk
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MEMBERS WORKING ON NEW EESC OPINIONS
Presidencies of study groups

Krzysztof PATER (PL), ECO/542 Brexit Adjustment Reserve

Rapporteurships

Cristian PÎRVULESCU (RO), SOC/671 Implementation of the Charter of Fundamental Rights
Ákos TOPOLÁNSZKY (HU), SOC/676 EU Counter-Terrorism Agenda
Małgorzata Anna BOGUSZ (PL), SOC/677 Europe’s beating cancer plan
Elena-Alexandra CALISTRU (RO), SOC/674 European Judicial Training Strategy 2021-2024

Co-rapporteurships

Andris GOBIŅŠ (LV), SOC/672 European democracy action plan
Kęstutis KUPŠYS (LT), NAT/815 New EU strategy on adaptation to climate change
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UPCOMING EVENTS
12/03/2021 – Extraordinary meeting of the Group
26/03/2021 – Meeting of the Social Economy Category
29/03/2021 – Meeting of the Farmers Category
30/03/2021 – Meeting of the Environment and Consumers Category

@ Aliaksandr Bukatsich, Shutterstock
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