
©
 A

les
sa

nd
ro

Bi
as

cio
li, 

Sh
ut

te
rst

oc
k

March  
2021

Diversity Europe
Newsletter

CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS  
DURING AND AFTER COVID-19

European Economic
and Social Committee



FOREWORD
Séamus BOLAND (IE) 
President, Diversity Europe Group

2

M
A

R
C

H
 2

02
1

Time to  
re-think our 
growth and 
governance 
models

Dear readers,

There are great aspi-
rations by civil society, 
that after the COVID-19 
pandemic the values 
of social solidarity and 
cohesion, inter-gen- 

erational cooperation and sustainability, which really came 
to the fore during this crisis, will remain in the hearts and 
minds of citizens and on the policy agenda. Ultimately, the 
prospect of exiting this pandemic raises the opportunity for 
civil society and citizens, to tell politicians what type of so-
ciety they want to create and live in! And this is where con-
crete collaboration with EU and national authorities should 
commence.

Now is the right time to re-think our growth and govern-
ance models. It is the right time to balance economic pros-
perity with social inclusion, human capital, sustainability 
and well-being. Ensuring that no individual, territory or 
community are excluded, nor left behind and encouraging 
young people to take the lead. Without these fundamental 
changes, we will have missed opportunities to reform, re-
structure and rebuild in the mirror of the society that we, 
civil society, really want. Crucially, civil society and public 
authorities must continue to defend democratic govern-
ance, fundamental rights and the rule of law.

But this can only be achieved under two conditions. The 
first, is that there is policy cohesion. A holistic and integra- 
ted approach to policy making which actively promotes 
EU values and the well-being of its people. The post-COVID 
recovery cannot be dealt with in isolation. There must be 
direct links to the SDGs and poverty reduction, to just green 
and digital transitions.

The second condition, is that civil society is directly involved 
in designing and delivering this new world, with bottom-up 
initiatives which respect the opinions and rights of EU citi-
zens. What is crucial, is to leverage the new forms of solida- 
rity and social activism that sprung to life during the pan-
demic. To leverage them and create civil society alliances. 
For the next step will be the reconstruction of the economic 
and social fabric of our communities and for this, we will 
need to work in partnership.

Our Group’s first thematic conference during this term of of-
fice took place on 12 March 2021. It looked at the engage-
ment of civil society organisations (CSOs) during the pan-
demic, the challenges they faced and the roles they aspire 
to. At the conference, an EESC study on The response of civil 
society organisations to the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
consequent restrictive measures adopted in Europe was 
launched. Its recommendations emphasise the importance 
of proactivity, cooperation and structural changes.

In the March issue of our newsletter, read about the out-
come of the conference and find out more about the study. 
Members tell us about the situation of CSOs during and af-
ter COVID-19 and it is with great pleasure that I announce 
a guest comment on the very same issue by Jean-Marc 
Roirant, a member of the Steering Committee of Civil So-
ciety Europe.  

What I would hope, is for the EU and national authorities to 
trust civil society a little more. To work together as partners. 
Civil society can help rebuild trust in the EU. But it will do 
a better job if the EU supports it a little more in doing so. 
Finally, I invite CSOs to continue and strengthen the coop-
eration with our Group so that we can give full voice to their 
concerns.

Séamus Boland
President of the Diversity Europe Group  

of the European Economic and Social Committee
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CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS DURING AND 
AFTER COVID-19

Guest comment by Jean-Marc Roirant, Member of the Steering Committee of Civil Society Europe 

The COVID-19 health emergency has had a significant impact on our society 
as a whole and poses a number of challenges to organised civil society.

Jean-Marc ROIRANT
Member of the Steering Committee, 
Civil Society Europe
President, European Civic Forum
Former EESC Member, Diversity Europe 
Group

The consequences of reduced invest-
ment in the healthcare and social 
system, on the one hand, and an ina-
bility to anticipate and react to crises, 
on the other, have resulted in disas-
trous management of the pan-
demic, an overburdened healthcare 
sector, and an inability to meet the 
needs of groups at risk, in addition to 
the continuing environmental crisis. 
The pandemic has revealed the in-
adequacy of elderly care and a lack 
of respect for basic human rights, 
leading to an unacceptable death 
toll. Millions of people have lost 
their jobs, or have become unable to 
meet the basic needs of their fami-
lies with regard to food, housing and 
health protection. One of the chal-
lenges of civil society organisations 
will be to respond to increasing so-
cial, health and environmental needs 
while finding innovative solutions 
that will ensure respect for human 
rights, particularly for groups that 
face the greatest threats in terms of 
discrimination and exclusion.

The crisis has also made us aware of 
the need to reassess our educa-
tion systems. Civil society organ-
isations have an important role to 

play in redesigning the education of 
the future. Not only must digitalisa-
tion be inclusive in terms of provid-
ing equal access to information and 
equipment, it should also be com-
plementary to and driven by human 
interaction. 

Governments have treated infor-
mal education, culture and all 
non-economic activities in our 
societies as expendable. This has 
had significant consequences for the 
wellbeing of people and also for the 
activities and funding of civil society 
organisations, as our sector is very 
active in these critical areas. Civil so-
ciety organisations need to reclaim 
this space.

In a state of emergency, govern-
ments at all levels have made use of 
exceptional powers at the expense of 
democratic checks and balances. The 
expertise of civil society organi-

sations when it comes to addressing 
the needs of society in general, and 
those facing exclusion and discrim-
ination in particular, has not been 
used sufficiently to address and 
respond to the crisis. Civil Society Eu-
rope recently published a report1 on 
the involvement of civil society organ-
isations in preparing the EU National 
Recovery and Resilience Plans, which 
reveals that civil society has been 
largely side-lined in many countries. 
Even countries with a strong tradition 
of civil dialogue have neglected struc-
tured consultations. Moreover, many 
governments have not been proac-
tive in considering the role of civil so-
ciety organisations as implementing 
actors or beneficiaries, despite the 
fact that it is civil society that has been 
the worst hit. 

In the future, the key challenge for 
civil society will be to ensure that 
a structured civil dialogue is put 
in place at European, national and 
regional level.  

Jean-Marc Roirant © EESC

1. Civil Society Europe, report on “ 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
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© Civil Society Europe

https://civilsocietyeurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/CSE-ECNL-Participation-of-CSOs-in-the-preparation-of-the-EU-NRRPs_spread.pdf
https://civilsocietyeurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/CSE-ECNL-Participation-of-CSOs-in-the-preparation-of-the-EU-NRRPs_spread.pdf
https://civilsocietyeurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/CSE-ECNL-Participation-of-CSOs-in-the-preparation-of-the-EU-NRRPs_spread.pdf
https://civilsocietyeurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/CSE-ECNL-Participation-of-CSOs-in-the-preparation-of-the-EU-NRRPs_spread.pdf
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The social economy sector is a key player in the post COVID-19 economy

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 In-
ternational Relations, Fundación ONCE

From the very beginning of the COVID 
crisis, our governments and societies 
have focused on addressing and mini-
mising the impact of the pandemic. As 
the light at the end of the tunnel gets 
closer, the time for forward-look-
ing thinking and resolute action 
has arrived. This is something that 
concerns organised civil society in its 
entirety.

The OECD has recently put on the 
spotlight the social economy sec-
tor (SE) as one of the key players 
that can “re-shape the post-crisis 
economy by providing inclusive and 
sustainable models”, noting that if it is 
to play a key role in responding to the 
COVID-19 crisis, this will call for “a re-
balancing of efficiency and resilience 

throughout the economy”. I cannot 
agree more.  

Our sector has traditionally had a 
strong focus on addressing social chal-
lenges such as helping disfavoured 
groups to integrate in the labour mar-
ket or providing care and support for 
certain groups at risk of social exclu-
sion, including the elderly or people 
with disabilities. Considering the suf-
fering of these groups throughout the 
pandemic (for instance, in some coun-
tries more than 60% of COVID victims 
were in retirement homes), such a role 
seems to me more relevant than ever.

However, the SE can bring signi- 
ficantly more added value to the 
post-COVID world, which will require 
identifying and implementing social 
innovations and alternative ways of 
organising economic activities. This 
is part of the SE, which has a proven 
track record of creating innova-
tions that were later mainstreamed 
and adopted by the rest of the econ-
omy and society. Examples include fair 
trade, organic food movements and 
ethical finance. Similar innovations 
will be indispensable for building a 
resilient and sustainable post-COVID 
economy, and one which is fairer, par-
ticularly for those with greatest needs. 
I hope the forthcoming Europe-
an Action Plan for SE, to which the 
EESC is actively contributing, lives 
up to expectations and provides 
the necessary leverage to bring 
about progress in this direction.

PhD Miguel Ángel Cabra de Luna © ONCE Foundation

© lovelyday12, Shutterstock
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Sif HOLST (DK)
Vice Chairperson, Disabled People’s Or-
ganisations Denmark (DPOD)

The EESC recently recognised 23 Civil 
Society Organisations (CSOs) for their 
efforts in helping people – EU and UK 
citizens – in their countries during the 
COVID-19 crisis: 23 projects that all 
made a difference. 

In Denmark, the CSOs have also proven 
their worth during the COVID-19 crisis, 
with the help of a government scheme 
that set funds aside to come up with 
initiatives to help the most vul-
nerable groups during the crisis, 

Building back better with Civil Society Organisations

Sif Holst 
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Solidarity and cooperation core values for mutual benefit societies and 
the future of Europe
Alain COHEUR (BE)
President, INT section, EESC
Director of European and International 
Affairs, National Union of Socialist Mu-
tual Health Funds (UNMS)

Only in solidarity and cooperation 
can we overcome pandemics and 
meet people’s aspirations with 
regard to just transitions, better 
living conditions and health. This 
is the vision of both European and 
national mutual benefit societies.2

In the face of the current pandemic, 
which has exacerbated the vulner-
abilities of our societies, the mutual 
benefit movement has put this vision 
into practise. It has responded with 
measures based on three pillars: infor-
mation, protection and mobilisation.

Mutual benefit societies are advo-
cating for social protection and health 
schemes that meet people’s needs 
throughout their life cycle and in all 
circumstances. Thus, against the back-
drop of the European Pillar of Social 
Rights and the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals, they are calling for a 
European Health Union to be es-
tablished.

This Union could address the need to 
prepare better for future health cri-
ses and equip ourselves with the op-
erational resources to handle them, 

including a new kind of recommen-
dations  a third way which is a middle 
road between mere coordination and 
binding acts at EU level.

Over and above “care”, a multi-level, 
coordinated “cure” approach is needed: 

preventing illness, promoting health 
(including mental health), planning 
long-term care, ensuring continuity of 
social and health services, and applying 
the One health benchmark. This requires 
sustainable public investment, stronger 
global governance and a greater role for 
the World Health Organisation (WHO).

Lastly, let us put solidarity and co-
operation into practice by establish-
ing a legal instrument to support the 
establishment of European mutual ben-
efit societies within the internal market 
and recognising the social economy 
and its distinctive characteristics.

Let us join forces and do what it takes 
to achieve a Europe that provides a 
better life.

Alain Coheur © EESC

© Yuganov Konstantin, Shutterstock

2. The International Association of Mutual Benefit 
Societies (AIM), of which Solidaris is a member, has 
published recommendations entitled Only in solidarity 
and cooperation can we overcome pandemics.
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Gabriele MÜLLER-LIST (DE)
Federal Association of Senior Citizens’ 
Organisations (BAGSO)

A year has passed since civil society 
organisations, like so many others, 
found themselves facing unprece-
dented challenges because of the first 
lockdown. This period characterised 
by limited contact and the isolation 
of older people in homes made it es-
pecially clear how essential social 
engagement – with its many forms 
of support – is in times of crisis. For the 

German National Association of Senior 
Citizens’ Organisations (BAGSO4), pro-
tecting and combating the loneliness 
of older people were key goals. This 
required continuous dialogue with 
member associations, with other or-
ganisations and initiatives, and last 
but not least with policymakers.

The aim now is to learn from the 
experiences of the COVID-19 cri-
sis and take appropriate action for the 
future. To that end, at the plenary ses-
sion on 24 February 20215, EESC presi-
dent Christa Schweng urged civil soci-
ety organisations to be involved from 
the outset in the development of na-
tional recovery and resilience plans6, 
as it is not just about overcoming the 
pandemic and recovering from its 
effects but also about building the 
necessary resilience for the future.

The opportunities for digitalisation 
have become particularly clear during 
the crisis. These also open up new oppor-

tunities for networking and support in 
engagement and ageing policies. At the 
same time, this frequently also creates 
organisational and financial prob-
lems for organisations, meaning that 
issues relating to data protection and data 
security are often still unresolved. The 
study The implications of the COVID-19 
pandemic on fundamental rights and 
civic space, which should be drawn up 
and published this year on behalf of the 
EESC’s Diversity Europe Group, will hope-
fully provide solutions to such issues.

The efforts made by some German 
non-profit organisations to be consid-
ered for national emergency aid result-
ed in a special programme being set up. 

Gabriele Müller-List

3. EESC, The EESC reveals the winners of the Civil 
Solidarity Prize, https://europa.eu/!VJ78jF
4. German National Association of Senior Citizens’ 
Organisations, https://www.bagso.de/ 
5. EESC, PR, EU recovery – Involvement of organised 
civil society is key, https://europa.eu/!ru43Df
6. European Commission, national recovery and 
resilience plans, https://europa.eu/!jt78Jr

finding a way to combat loneliness 
and social isolation in groups forced 
to seclude themselves. This collabora-
tion resulted in projects such as school 
telepresence robots for children forced 
to isolate and projects reaching out to 
for example elderly, blind citizens with 
few digital skills.

Both the winning projects3 of the EESC 
Civil Solidarity Prize and the Danish 
projects are examples of the pow-
er of innovation that CSOs have 
in abundance – and not just in Den-
mark and Europe, but also around 
the globe. The COVID-19 crisis has the 
potential to open the eyes of govern-
ments worldwide to the importance 

of involving CSOs, in all aspects of 
society and not only in times of crisis. 
This is a point that we, the EESC Mem-
bers and particularly the Diversity 
Europe Group, are making repeatedly 
and emphatically in all our work and 
not least in our opinions. 

The benefits are apparent, but this 
very visibility also illuminates the cost 
of failing to involve CSOs. A plethora of 
ideas are lost and money is wasted on 
government projects that fail because 
they are based on false assumptions. 

CSOs deserve all the recognition and 
awards they can get. They are the – of-
ten unseen – backbone of our society. 
They often have a unique insight into 
the group they represent, they are 
powerhouses of innovation and they 
should be part of the political 
process as equal partners when 
we build back better.

Courageous and committed to the future

© MUNGKHOOD STUDIO, Shutterstock

https://www.bagso.de/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en
https://europa.eu/!VJ78jF
https://www.bagso.de/
https://europa.eu/!ru43Df
https://europa.eu/!jt78Jr
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/press-releases/eesc-reveals-winners-its-civil-solidarity-prize
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Ronny LANNOO (BE)
General Adviser, UNIZO, Belgian union 
of self-employed entrepreneurs

Much has already been written about 
the enormous impact of the COVID-19 
crisis on society worldwide. Govern-
ments have engaged in massive spend-
ing in order to limit the damage in the 
short term, creating huge levels of debt. 

It is high time to prepare for the 
short and medium term. To this 
end, our Committee draws on the 
views of the social partners and civil 
society. The resolution7 on ‘Involve-
ment of Organised Civil Society in 
the National Recovery and Resilience 
Plans – What works and what does 
not?’ adopted by a large majority in 
the EESC plenary in February will con-
tinue to guide us in this regard.

The main objectives for the for-
ward-looking approach are widely 
supported, including by all of the Eu-
ropean institutions and in the Member 
States. The objectives are focused, 
inter alia, on making necessary tran-
sitions on the environment, the econ-
omy, competitiveness, social policy, 
public health and digitalisation.

Consensus on the actual translation 
of these goals into implementation 
plans is less clear. In any case, difficult, 
courageous but realistic choices are 
inevitable. At the same time, the wid-
est possible support is needed. This 
is why the Committee is right to call 
for the structured involvement of 
the social partners and civil soci-
ety in the process of drawing up the 
concrete implementation plans, both 
at European level and in the Member 
States.

At the same time, as social partners 
and civil society organisations, we 
have a great responsibility to put 
forward realistic and widely supported 
proposals both in our EESC opinions 
and in the pursuit of substantiated 
advice and agreements in the Mem-
ber States. The coronavirus crisis has 
inflicted deep wounds both economi-
cally and socially. We as a Committee 
are also now more than ever required 
to put forward realistic proposals 
and practical implementation 
plans for our own resolution to the 
many hard-hit citizens and businesses. 
Only then can we, with great authori-
ty and on behalf of many, inspire and 
critically assess the plans of all the rel-
evant authorities in the EU and in the 
Member States.

Civil society will be more necessary than ever in the post-COVID-19 period

Ronny Lannoo ©EESC

7. EESC, Resolution Recovery and Resilience Plans, 
https://europa.eu/!fH64tY 

The financial support enabled perma-
nent and structural breakdowns to be 
avoided. After all, long-term funding 
for voluntary engagement, includ-
ing training opportunities, is vital for 
functioning structures and a soli-
darity-based society.

© adriaticfoto, Shutterstock

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/other/ad-hoc-group-european-semester/civil-society-and-recovery-and-resilience-plans
https://europa.eu/!fH64tY 
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Save press freedom

Jan DIRX (NL)
Vice-President, Diversity Europe Group
Liaison Officer, Groene11 (Green11)

“An atmosphere of intolerance and ha-
tred is being created by a small circle of 
female editors, having both family and 
capital connections with the pillars of 
the deep state.” Slovenia’s prime minis-
ter Janez Janša wrote these words in an 
essay8 published on the Slovenian gov-
ernment’s official website in May 2020 
without providing a shred of evidence 
for this claim. This is one of the many 
examples of attacks on press free-
dom that are becoming increasingly 
common in a number of EU countries.

One of the main pillars of the demo-
cratic rule of law is a free press, a press 
that can freely inform and shape the 
opinions of its readers, listeners and 
viewers, that critically monitors and, 
where necessary, holds to account 
power and the powerful (in both the 
public and private sectors), and that 
calls out fake news and exposes crony-
ism and corruption. 

The Reporters without Borders web-
site World Press Freedom Index9 pro-
vides a clear overview of the state of 
press freedom and how it is develop-
ing around the world, including in the 
EU. Based on a number of criteria, 180 

countries are ranked according to the 
degree of press freedom. You would 
hope that EU countries would score 
highly in this index. After all, press 
freedom is one of the EU’s core 
values. For example, the freedom to 
inform and be informed is enshrined 
in the Charter of Fundamental Rights 
of the European Union10, published 
in 2000. Unfortunately, looking at the 
2020 ranking11 makes it very clear: EU 
countries do not score as highly 
as most of us would expect. Only 
nine countries are in the “good” cate-
gory, eleven countries are in the “sat-
isfactory” category, six countries (Ro-
mania, Croatia, Poland, Greece, Malta 
and Hungary) are in the “problematic” 
category and one country (Bulgaria) is 
in the “difficult” category. And several 
countries’ scores have been getting 
worse for years. In 2015, Poland was 
ranked 18th. It has now dropped to 
62nd. Hungary is ranked 89th, even 

though it was in 23rd place when Vik-
tor Orbán came to power for the sec-
ond time in 2010.

And then there are the recent at-
tacks on press freedom in Poland, 
namely a new tax on advertising rev-
enues that hits independent media 
particularly hard, and in Hungary, 
where the biggest independent radio 
station, Klubrádió, is being forced off-
air after a years-long battle with the 
Hungarian authorities for being overly 
critical of Orbán’s Fidesz government.

Therefore, it’s good that Christian 
Moos, a Member of our Group and 
of the EESC’s Fundamental Rights 
and Rule of Law Group12, will now be 
the rapporteur for an own-initiative 
opinion on Securing media freedom 
and diversity in Europe13. It is very 
important that we, the EESC, ex-
press our view on this matter very 
clearly.

Coming back to the Slovenian prime 
minister Janez Janša, last month he ma-
ligned a female journalist from the always 
well-informed POLITICO. She was target-
ed because she wrote an in-depth arti-
cle14 about attacks on press freedom and 
intimidation from the Slovenian prime 
minister towards journalists. And don’t 
forget, Slovenia will hold the presidency 
of the EU in the second half of this year.

Jan Dirx ©EESC

8. Republic of Slovenia, News, War with the media, 
https://www.gov.si/en/news/2020-05-11-war-with-
the-media/
9. Reporters without Borders, 2020 World Press 
Freedom Index, https://rsf.org/en/ranking
10. Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 
Union, https://europa.eu/!Wm46Gb 
11. Reporters without Borders, Ranking 2020, https://
rsf.org/en/ranking/2020
12. EESC, Ad hoc group on Fundamental Rights and 
the Rule of Law, https://europa.eu/!gD79MT
13. EESC, SOC/635 Securing media freedom and 
diversity in Europe, https://europa.eu/!QM38xp
14. Politico, Inside Slovenia’s war on the media, 
https://www.politico.eu/article/slovenia-war-on-
media-janez-jansa/© Andrew Stripes, Shutterstock

MEMBERS COMMENT ON CURRENT AFFAIRS

https://www.gov.si/en/news/2020-05-11-war-with-the-media
https://rsf.org/en/ranking
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:C2012/326/02
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:C2012/326/02
https://rsf.org/en/ranking/2020
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/other/ad-hoc-group-fundamental-rights-and-rule-law
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/other/ad-hoc-group-fundamental-rights-and-rule-law
https://www.politico.eu/article/slovenia-war-on-media-janez-jansa/
https://www.politico.eu/article/slovenia-war-on-media-janez-jansa/
https://www.gov.si/en/news/2020-05-11-war-with-the-media/
https://www.gov.si/en/news/2020-05-11-war-with-the-media/
https://rsf.org/en/ranking
https://europa.eu/!Wm46Gb
https://rsf.org/en/ranking/2020
https://rsf.org/en/ranking/2020
https://europa.eu/!gD79MT
https://europa.eu/!QM38xp
https://www.politico.eu/article/slovenia-war-on-media-janez-jansa/
https://www.politico.eu/article/slovenia-war-on-media-janez-jansa/
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Ionuţ SIBIAN (RO)
Vice-President, REX section, EESC
President, EU-Western Balkans Fol-
low-up Committee, EESC
Executive Director, Civil Society Develop-
ment Foundation
Chair, Federation of International De-
velopment and Humanitarian Aid NGOs 
(FOND)
Team Europe Member

The EU-Western Balkans Follow-up 
Committee and I welcome the Euro-
pean Commission’s communications 
adopted in 2020 in connection with 
the enlargement of the EU to the 
Western Balkans (WB) and agree that 
integrating the WB partners into the EU 
represents a geostrategic investment 
in the peace, stability, security and eco-
nomic growth of the entire continent. 
The WB are an integral part of Europe 
and a geostrategic priority for the EU.

We are convinced that, when address-
ing common challenges and problems 
that are not only political but also eco-
nomic and social, civil society should 
play a greater role and be more active-

ly involved in the entire enlargement 
process and we call on the EU to de-
fine the concept of ‘key stakehold-
ers’ more clearly.

We welcome the revised enlarge-
ment methodology adopted by 
the Commission in 2020, as well as 
the fact that negotiating chapters will 
be organised in thematic clusters and 
that each cluster will be negotiated 
as a whole. We are also particularly 
pleased to note the emphasis placed 
on the importance of the Fundamen-
tals cluster and the fact that progress 
here will determine the overall pace of 
negotiations.

The Follow-up Committee will be par-
ticularly attentive to monitoring the 
pandemic and post-pandemic 
responses in WB countries, in which 
safeguarding the position of civil soci-
ety and preserving democratic values 
in general could prove to be extremely 
challenging.

Given the difficulties experienced by 
the Member States in reaching una-
nimity on enlargement, we consider 
that the Council should revisit the pos-
sibility of introducing qualified major-
ity voting, at least for the intermediary 
stages of the EU accession process.

In order to rebuild confidence in en-
largement and to strengthen the ways 
in which the EU reaches out to its nat-
ural allies in the region, we call on the 
Commission to allow political leaders 
and citizens from the Western Balkans 
to take part, on a consultative basis, in 
the activities and discussions held as 
part of the Conference on the Fu-
ture of Europe.

Ionuţ Sibian comments on the current enlargement policy’s approach 
to the Western Balkans ahead of the plenary debate with Commissioner 
Olivér Várhelyi 

Ionuţ Sibian ©EESC

15. EESC, REX/533 Enhancing the accession process 
- A credible EU perspective for the Western Balkans, 
https://europa.eu/!RV73qg © Love the wind, Shutterstock

Ionuţ Sibian is rapporteur for the 
opinion REX/53315 on ‘Enhancing 
the accession process - A credi-
ble EU perspective for the West-
ern Balkans, which will be voted 
on at the March plenary session.

https://europa.eu/!RV73qg 
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/enhancing-accession-process-credible-eu-perspective-western-balkans
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An economy that works for all - A comment by Ioannis Vardakastanis ahead 
of the plenary debate with Executive Vice-President Valdis Dombrovskis

Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EL)
Vice-President, Diversity Europe Group
Vice-President, ECO section, EESC
President, Greek National Confedera-
tion of Disabled People (NCDP)
President, European Disability Forum 
(EDF)
Treasurer, International Disability Alli-
ance (IDA)
Member, Economic and Social Council 
of Greece (OKE)
Member, Greek National Commission of 
Human Rights (EEDA)

An economy that works for all must 
ensure a decent standard of liv-
ing and equal opportunities for 
everyone. As we continue to weather 
the storm of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and begin to understand its true im-
pact on our economies, our response 
should not be to seek economic 

growth at any cost. We do not want 
recovery on paper alone. Instead, we 
need to ensure the quality of that 
recovery and be certain that it will 
be felt by all people in the European 
Union. This means focusing first and 
foremost on the recovery of those 
most affected by the pandemic and 
those who never fully bounced back 
from the devastation of the last finan-
cial crisis.

At the top of the agenda should be 
improving the inclusiveness of the 
labour market and the robustness 
of our social protection systems. 
It is also about pushing for quality 
employment, fair wages and making 

work coexist harmoniously with our 
personal and family lives. In particu-
lar, we need to see the EU take the 
lead in reducing the pay gap between 
men and women, in ensuring the full 
inclusion of persons with disabilities 
through quality jobs on the open la-
bour market, and in vastly improving 
the economic and social inclusion of 
migrants, refugees and people be-
longing to ethnic minorities, among 
other things.
 
An economy that “works for all” should 
advance cohesion and conver-
gence between regions. It means 
starting with those who have the most 
urgent needs and building strength by 
ensuring “no one is left behind”.

Ioannis Vardakastanis ©EESC

© Kmpzzz, Shutterstock

© ojantos, Shutterstock
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At a conference of the Diversity 
Europe Group on 12 March 2021, 
civil society representatives 
urged their organisations to tell 
politicians what type of society 
they want to create and live in. 

Participants at the conference on Civil 
Society Organisations during and after 
COVID-19: what challenges and what 
future?16 argued that policy cohe-
sion and a meaningful involve-
ment of citizens are key. They 
called for a holistic and integrated ap-
proach to policy-making which active-
ly promotes EU values, the well-being 
of its people and bottom-up initia-
tives, which respect the opinions and 
rights of EU citizens. Leveraging new 
forms of solidarity and social activism 
that sprung to life during the pandem-
ic will be crucial.

In his opening address, Séamus 
Boland, Diversity Europe Group 
president, highlighted the outstand-
ing engagement of civil society or-
ganisations (CSOs) and encouraged 
citizens and CSOs to actively engage 
in reconstructing and rebuilding 
post-COVID-19 communities and 
societies. “Now is the right time to 
re-think our growth and gov-
ernance models and to balance 
economic prosperity with social in-
clusion, human capital, sustainability 
and well-being”, Mr Boland said and 
named two conditions for a real shift: 
“A holistic and integrated approach 

to policy making and civil society in-
volvement in the design and delivery 
of the new world.”

The Group president urged EU and na-
tional authorities to work with CSOs as 
partners and emphasized that civil soci-
ety and public authorities must contin-
ue to defend democratic governance, 
fundamental rights and the rule of law.

Brikena Xhomaqi, Co-chair of the 
EESC Civil Society Liaison Group and Di-
rector of the Lifelong Learning Platform, 
said: “The crisis proved how reliant our 
society is on civil society to continue 
serving the most vulnerable and com-
munities in need. Despite the many 
restrictions and challenges faced, CSOs 
demonstrated unprecedented solidar-
ity. It showed that they are the guardi-
ans of our democracies and social co-
hesion. But, the pandemic also showed 
how fragile CSOs are and the limited 

resources they possess to face the many 
challenges in the long-run. This must be 
a lesson for us to invest in a resilient 
and strong civil society.”

John Ryan, Director for Public Health 
at the European Commission, noted 
both the tremendous pressure CSOs 
have faced and a greater need for their 
vital work in the health sector. He said: 
“While I know that this continuing pan-
demic has had a huge impact on civil 
society organisations, it has also raised 
awareness of the vital role they play in 
the field of health, and of how much 
their work is needed. The pandemic has 
also, importantly, raised public aware-
ness of how vital good health is to the 
normal functioning of our society and 
to the health of our economies. That’s 
why there will be more opportu-
nities for funding and support for 
the work of civil society organisations 
through the greatly empowered EU-
4Health programme and other financ-
ing mechanisms in the near future.”

When commenting on the partic-
ipation of civil society in the draft-
ing of the EU National Recovery and 
Resilience Plans (NRRP), Carlotta  
Besozzi, Coordinator of Civil Society 

NEWS FROM THE DIVERSITY EUROPE GROUP

Civil society organisations must be the drivers of change 
in post COVID-19 societies and economies

M
A

R
C

H
 2

02
1

©EESC

Jacki Davis (moderator), Michael O’Flaherty and Séamus Boland ©EESC

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/civil-society-organisations-during-and-after-covid-19-what-challenges-and-what-future/programme
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/civil-society-organisations-during-and-after-covid-19-what-challenges-and-what-future/programme
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/civil-society-organisations-during-and-after-covid-19-what-challenges-and-what-future/programme
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/civil-society-organisations-during-and-after-covid-19-what-challenges-and-what-future/programme
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Europe, highlighted that CSOs must 
be involved in the whole NRRP 
programming cycle and that so-
cial, environmental and gender issues 
should be included in a transversal way.

Dr Hans Kluge, WHO Regional Direc-
tor for Europe, said: “For WHO and the 
WHO European Region, working with 
partners and civil society is key. The 
vision of the European Programme of 
Work, our roadmap until 2025, is put-
ting people at the centre of everything 
we do. We have started a regional in-
itiative, taking stock of the COVID-19 
response to empower Civil Society 
Organizations to become ‘agents of 
change’. This aims at ensuring owner-
ship and participation of the whole of 
society to emergency response, in the 
longer term. People need to be part 
of the solution – and that is only 
achieved through inclusive govern-
ance and investment in civil society.”

Annemie Drieskens, President of CO-
FACE Families Europe, said: “It is essential 
to connect civil society profession-
als from across Europe to tackle the 
social impacts of COVID-19 on families 
and children. We believe the European 
Family Lab of COFACE Families Europe is 
the place to connect them.”

Michael O’Flaherty, Director of the 
EU Agency for Fundamental Rights 
(FRA) highlighted the impact of the 
pandemic on civil society and people’s 
fundamental rights: “The Coronavirus 
pandemic has laid bare the inequalities 
in our societies and affected our fun-
damental rights in ways we did not 
even imagine possible. It has also ex-
acerbated the challenges faced by many 
civil society organisations across Europe. 
We can no longer deny these challenges. 
We need to step up our efforts to sup-
port civil society organisations, so they 
can come out of the pandemic more re-
silient and ready to play their fundamen-
tal role in our societies.”

Further recommendations from the con-
ference include the need for CSOs to:

• Analyse the scale of their challeng-
es to address them efficiently;

• Re-design their own structures to 
render them more proactive and 
sustainable;

• Work in partnership and alliances to 
learn from each other, increase their 
influence and achieve common as-
pirations for a sustainable, equita-
ble and resilient future;

• Be actively involved in all steps on 
the National Recovery and Resil-

ience Plans and benefit from relat-
ed funding.

As part of the Diversity Europe Group 
conference, a study entitled The re-
sponse of civil society organisations to 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the con-
sequent restrictive measures adopted 
in Europe17, was launched, which was 
commissioned by the EESC at the re-
quest of the Diversity Europe Group. 
The authors, Valentina Tageo and 
Carina Dantas, presented its main 
findings and recommendations. To 
learn more about the study, read the 
interview with the authors on page XX 
of this newsletter.

Closing the conference, Séamus 
Boland informed on the Group’s in-
tention to launch a study on ‘The im-
plications of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on fundamental rights and civic space’ 
later this year, to be followed by an 
event in November.

All conclusions and recommen-
dations of the conference are availa-
ble here18.

16. EESC, Diversity Europe Group, events, https://
europa.eu/!PG36rF 
17. EESC, study, https://europa.eu/!xW38xR
18. EESC, Diversity Europe Group, events, https://
europa.eu/!HB87Th

All speakers ©EESC

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/response-civil-society-organisations-face-covid-19-pandemic-and-consequent-restrictive-measures-adopted-europe-study
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/response-civil-society-organisations-face-covid-19-pandemic-and-consequent-restrictive-measures-adopted-europe-study
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/response-civil-society-organisations-face-covid-19-pandemic-and-consequent-restrictive-measures-adopted-europe-study
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/response-civil-society-organisations-face-covid-19-pandemic-and-consequent-restrictive-measures-adopted-europe-study
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/response-civil-society-organisations-face-covid-19-pandemic-and-consequent-restrictive-measures-adopted-europe-study
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/civil-society-organisations-during-and-after-covid-19-what-challenges-and-what-future/conclusions-recommendations
https://europa.eu/!xW38xR
https://europa.eu/!HB87Th
https://europa.eu/!HB87Th
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“I want to emphasise how impor-
tant it is to implement the Europe-
an Pillar of Social Rights, so that we 
can address the current crisis and 
reinforce the European social mod-
el. Social partners and civil society 

organisations are key partners in putting together this 
commitment for a social Europe”.

Bruno Ribeiro Barata
EPSCO Counsellor, Portuguese Presidency of the 
Council of the EU

“Civil society organisations have 
been resilient and creative in this 
crisis. The mantra in our sector 
is that we don’t close down, but 
we adapt, innovate and find new 
ways forward. However, we have 

all been affected by the pandemic. We need to pay at-
tention to our democracies and our civic space. Let’s 
expand our space, not shrink it”.

Patrik Schröder
President, Swedish National Forum for Voluntary  
Organizations
Strategic Adviser, Save the Children Sweden

“The pandemic has not hit every-
one equally. Groups at risk of so-
cial exclusion, such as the elderly 
or people with disabilities, have 
been particularly affected by it. 
An active civil society is needed to 

achieve a resilient and inclusive society”.

Miguel Ángel Cabra de Luna
Secretary General, Spanish Platform of the Elderly 
and Pensioners (PMP)
Diversity Europe Group Member

“A game changer for policy innova-
tion would be to start consultation 
with a blank page, to immediate-
ly sit together with persons with 
disabilities and their organisations 
and talk about what really matters 

to them. Some of the most innovative ideas come up 
when looking at accessible and inclusive solutions”.

Catherine Naughton
Director, European Disability Forum

“To build back our societies and 
economies after the pandemic, we 
need to listen to the voice of older 
people, the best experts of their dai-
ly realities, needs and aspirations”.

Ebbe Johansen
President, Age Platform  
Europe

“The pandemic offered us an impor-
tant lesson in transformation. We 
must decrease our growth-depend-
ency to achieve the things we really 
care about: livelihoods, decent jobs 
and a healthy environment”.

Jan Mayrhofer
Senior Policy Officer, European Youth Forum  

“When we were thinking of where 
to channel our assistance, it was 
clear that we wanted to support 
marginalised Roma communities. 
One of the reasons for the success 
of our actions is that, as an organ-

isation which had already been active in humanitarian 
assistance, we were able to react quickly. Many civil so-
ciety organisations were able to react quickly and that 
is the nature of civil society”.

Andrea Najvirtova
Executive Director, People in Need Slovakia, 2020 
EESC Civil Solidarity Prize winner
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New study on ‘The response of civil society organisations to face 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the consequent restrictive measures 
adopted in Europe’ launched

An interview with the authors Valentina Tageo and Carina Dantas

How did you prepare the study?

The work on the study started last 
August 2020 and arose from the need 
felt by the EESC’s Diversity Europe 
Group to document the effects of the 
pandemic on civil society organisa-
tions (CSOs) and the vast array of ini-
tiatives that CSOs have put in place to 
help vulnerable groups and commu-
nities. The time available and the re-
strictions put in place across Europe 
determined the study’s development 
and working methods. We opted to 
use a detailed online questionnaire 
to gather both qualitative and quan-
titative information. In parallel, we 
conducted extensive desk-based re-
search. These two sources allowed us 
to produce a landscape analysis of 
the impacts of COVID-19 on a range 
of CSOs and their activities. We are 
enormously grateful to the 112 or-
ganisations that participated in the 
survey despite their huge workload 
in such critical circumstances: their 
enthusiastic contribution has been 
admirable.

What are the study’s main  
findings?

COVID-19 is having a profound im-
pact on civil society and its organi-
sations. The results highlighted two 
main types of challenges: firstly, the 
societal challenges raised by the 
pandemic and their asymmetric im-
pacts on the population, with the 
most fragile groups hit hardest; sec-
ondly, the organisational, financial 
and political challenges facing CSOs, 
which may make it harder for them 
to fulfil their missions. 

Nevertheless, 90% of the CSOs we 
consulted presented newly launched 
or adapted initiatives to tackle the 
pandemic’s consequences, demon-
strating their resilience, their ability 
to promote equity in society and 
their essential role in this process.

On the basis of the findings, what 
are the main recommendations?

We have highlighted two main 
themes for future reflection: first, the 
threats to the future role of CSOs in 
participatory democracy and advoca-
cy and, secondly, the challenges that 
could hamper CSOs’ recovery from the 
crisis and their future sustainability.

Building on these challenges, we 
have formulated six main recom-
mendations:

• Encourage new solidarity and new 
forms of social activism.

• Tackle the risks and leverage the 
opportunities brought by digital-
isation.

• Promote youth engagement and 
innovative programmes to en-
courage job creation linked to civ-
ic action.

• Equip CSOs with the skills and re-
sources needed to draw the great-
est advantage from networking, 
national and international cooper-
ation.

• Relieve bureaucracy and adminis-
trative burdens.

• Engage CSOs in the design of cli-
mate- and environment-friendly 
recovery plans.

The full study and executive summa-
ry are available online19. The publi-
cation also comes with a “catalogue 
of good practices”20, a collection of 
the manifold successful initiatives 
implemented by CSOs in response to 
pandemic.

Valentino Tageo

Carina Dantas

19. EESC, study, https://europa.eu/!xW38xR
20. EESC, catalogues of good practices, https://
europa.eu/!tx74PP

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/response-civil-society-organisations-face-covid-19-pandemic-and-consequent-restrictive-measures-adopted-europe-study
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/response-civil-society-organisations-face-covid-19-pandemic-and-consequent-restrictive-measures-adopted-europe-catalogue
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/response-civil-society-organisations-face-covid-19-pandemic-and-consequent-restrictive-measures-adopted-europe-catalogue
https://europa.eu/!xW38xR
https://europa.eu/!tx74PP
https://europa.eu/!tx74PP
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Group exchanges views with MEP Daniel Freund on the Conference on the 
Future of Europe

Our Group welcomed MEP Daniel 
Freund to its meeting on 24 Feb-
ruary before the EESC’s plenary 
session. The MEP was invited to pres-
ent the European Parliament’s posi-
tion on the Conference on the Future 
of Europe (CoFoE) and to exchange 
views with the Members.

In his opening remarks, Group presi- 
dent Séamus Boland said that it was 
often difficult for civil society organ-
isations represented in the Group to 
make their voice heard. He stressed: 
“We believe in social justice and equal-
ity, and that nobody should be left be-
hind.”

For MEP Daniel Freund, the current 
health and economic crisis, increasing 
unemployment and a number of glob-
al challenges mean, amongst other 
things, that a debate on the Future 
of Europe and European democracy 
is necessary. “We need reforms, in-
cluding on the European elections. 
We need to learn lessons from 
the crises that we have been experi-
encing since the Lisbon Treaty entered 
into force, but we also have lessons to 
learn about how we do reform in the 
European Union.” In the context of fu-
ture EU reforms, Mr Freund said that 
involving civil society and citi-
zens in discussions on reform from 
the outset was important. Following 
this reasoning the European Parlia-
ment had proposed in its resolution 
on the CoFoE to put at the heart of the 
Conference broad citizen and civil so-
ciety participation involving randomly 
selected citizens’ assemblies and the 
EESC and CoR.

Daniel Freund hoped that the Co-
FoE would start in due course, but he 
also pointed to the fact that the agen-
da, the topics and the composition of 
the conference plenary still need to 
be discussed after an agreement on a 

joint declaration by the Council, the 
Parliament and the Commission has 
been reached. The MEP encouraged 
the Group to engage in these discus-
sions and recalled the Parliament’s 
proposals in this regard. Mr Freund 
explained that there was consider-
able unity across party lines in the 
Parliament regarding the Conference. 
In general, he considered the divide 
between the EU institutions on 
major questions to be an issue for Eu-
ropean democracy and public support 
for European integration, an issue that 
he hoped the Conference could ad-
dress.

To close, Mr Freund said: “I hope that 
the conference will develop its own 
dynamic, that it will succeed in creat-
ing public pressure on governments 
and on all of us to actually implement 
reforms.”

Reacting to Mr Freund’s presenta-
tion, Séamus Boland underlined 
the need for a real, inclusive consul-
tation process with proper follow-up. 
He said: “Consultations must be more 
than just ticking boxes.” Consequently, 
Mr Boland invited Members to engage 
in the debate. 

Juraj Sipko was the first to take the 
floor. He called for the issues of in-
come inequality, poverty, divergence 

and the completion of Economic and 
Monetary Union to be addressed in 
the framework of the CoFoE. 

Luca Jahier was concerned that the 
outcome of the CoFoE could be simi-
lar to that of the citizen consultation 
of the Juncker Commission in 2018. In 
this respect, he asked the MEP in what 
direction the compromise in the politi-
cal declaration of the three institutions 
was heading. 

Jan Dirx said: “The conference needs 
to lead to institutional reforms, but 
given the current political situation, 
with the rule of law, human rights, 
gender equality and the freedom of 
the press being under pressure, it is 
even more necessary that it reaffirm 
the values of the EU.” 

Christian Moos highlighted the 
Group’s support for the Parliament’s 
position. 

With regard to the question of Zolt 
Kükedi concerning possible contri-
butions of civil society organisations at 
this point in the negotiations and the 
preparations for the Conference, Dan-
iel Freund recommended spreading 
the word about the Conference and 
gathering support for tangible pro-
posals. In his closing remarks, the MEP 
reiterated that he shared the Group’s 

Séamus Boland and Daniel Freund ©EESC
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Members engage in SMEs, Crafts and Family Business Category

On 17 February, the new set of mem-
bers of the SMEs, Crafts and Family 
Business Category met for the first 
time after the EESC renewal in October 
2020. Norbert Geisen, Panagiotis 
Gkofas and Ronny Lannoo from 
the Diversity Europe Group are mem-
bers of the Category.

In the course of the meeting, which 
was held via video call, Helena 
de Felipe Lehtonen (Employers’ 
Group) was unanimously elected 
as spokesperson. Ms de Felipe Le-
htonen is vice-president of CEPYME, 
the Spanish SME organisation, and of 
SMEunited, the European SME organ-
isation. 

On the side-lines of the Category meet-
ing, Ronny Lannoo, who has been 
a Member of our Group since 2009, 
said: “Self-employed people and small 
businesses, mostly family-owned, 
have to deal with consumers and envi-
ronmental challenges every day; they 
are at the heart of society. Our Diver-
sity Europe Group, with its wide range 

desire for the Conference to bring tan-
gible results and stressed the need to 
give feedback on citizens’ recommen-
dations, explaining the reasons for de-
cisions.

Closing the debate, president Séamus 
Boland, reminded the guest speaker 
of the value the Committee and, in 

of member organisations, is an excel-
lent reflection of this. This allows us to 
better understand each other and to 
form realistic views. What’s more, we 
can use the SME Category to build a 
bridge to the other EESC Groups and 
Categories.” 

This view was also supported by the 
Diversity Europe Group president, 
Séamus Boland, in his statement 
at the Category meeting. Mr Boland 
stressed the need for the Catego-
ries to work together, as some of 
them had done in the past, by inviting 
“observers” from other Categories to 
their meetings. “Our Committee is ulti-
mately about striving for the broadest 
possible social, political and socio-eco-
nomic support,” said Mr Lannoo.

At this Category meeting, Members of 
the Diversity Europe Group once again 
made a strong appeal for more atten-
tion to be paid to the specific situa-
tion of the self-employed and of 

particular, the Group could add to the 
Conference and asked him to advo-
cate for a substantial role for the EESC 
in the Conference.

For more information on recent de-
velopments regarding the CoFoE, visit 
the websites of the Council, European 
Parliament and European Commission.

micro and small businesses. They 
stressed that imposing rules, which 
these businesses found impossible 
or difficult to comply with, made no 
sense to anyone, either their employ-
ees, or their customers, or the environ-
ment. The role of the relevant SME or-
ganisations was therefore essential in 
order to effectively inform, shape and 
support small businesses.

© Becris, Shutterstock

New spokesperson Helena de Felipe Lehtonen ©EESC

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/24/conference-on-the-future-of-europe-council-agrees-its-position/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/agenda/briefing/2021-03-08/0/conference-on-the-future-of-europe-eu-presidents-to-sign-joint-declaration
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/agenda/briefing/2021-03-08/0/conference-on-the-future-of-europe-eu-presidents-to-sign-joint-declaration
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/commissions-contribution-shaping-conference-future-europe_en
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Cristian PÎRVULESCU (RO)
President, Ad hoc group on Fundamen-
tal Rights and the Rule of Law, EESC
Honorary President, Pro-Democracy As-
sociation (APD)
Dean, Faculty of Political and Adminis-
trative Studies (SNSPA)

Professional background

I am Romanian and have been teach-
ing political science since 1991 (I am 
currently the dean of my faculty). As 
someone who is keen to make the con-
nection between theory and practice, 
since the 1990s I have been involved in 
programmes that promote participa-
tory democracy and human rights. In 
my capacity as a political scientist, I am 
also an active participant in public de-
bate in my country. Between 1999 and 
2013, I was president of the Pro-De-
mocracy Association (I am currently the 
honorary president), which involved 
coordinating programmes to monitor 
electoral processes in Romania and 
other Central and Eastern European 
countries, as well as programmes that 
promote participatory democracy. I am 
a longstanding member of the board 
of Step-by-Step, which is an organisa-
tion that promotes early education and 
alternative and inclusive methods of 
teaching. I have been a board member 
of the feminist organisation Filia, which 
supports women’s rights in Romania, 
since its foundation in 2000..

I wanted to become President of the 
FRRL Group21 because:

As someone who is an active and en-
gaged supporter of liberal democracy, 
I see the position of president of the 
FRRL as an opportunity to put my val-
ues into practice. Without the rule of 
law, respect for fundamental human 
rights and a solid, liberal civil society, 
democracy is merely an illusion. 

In recent years, moreover, and espe-
cially since the economic crisis of 2008, 
fundamental rights and the rule of law 
have come under attack around the 
world. The EU has faced crises in certain 
Member States where powerful political 
actors have turned against these values.

It is therefore absolutely essential that we 
help to reverse this trend by addressing 
its root causes and taking appropriate 
action in the interests of citizens, civil so-
ciety organisations, and social partners.

The priorities of my Presidency include:

The two vice-presidents, Helena Maria 
de Filipe from the Employers’ Group 
and Ozlem Yldirim from the Workers’ 
Group, and I form a cohesive team. To-
gether with the members of the group, 
we have set two important priorities: 

Focusing on the rule of law and  
democracy

We will:

• look at the independence of 
the judiciary, including access to 
justice, equality before the law and 
effective justice;

• continue to work on media freedom;

• work on the socio-economic aspects 
of the rule of law, including corruption 
and its effects on the internal market;

• look at the political and financial 
instruments required to support 
measures under this heading, in-

cluding a rule of law conditio- 
nality in financial instruments;

• analyse the EC’s annual rule of 
law report;

• foster debate to feed into the Rule 
of Law Review Cycle

Focusing on fundamental rights
We will:

• address overarching fundamen-
tal rights issues, with a strong fo-
cus on enabling rights

• encourage the protection of civil 
society actors and human rights 
activists and their capacity to pro-
mote fundamental rights and the 
rule of law, using consultation 
and participation as a means of 
ensuring the full enjoyment of fun-
damental rights

• address the overall situation of an-
ti-discrimination

• look at fundamental social and 
economic rights

• draw links to fundamental environ-
mental rights and the SDGs

My vision for fundamental rights 
and the rule of law in the EU:

European societies today are facing a 
crisis of (liberal) democracy. The same 
ideas that led to totalitarian dictatorship 
in the first half of the last century have 
returned. The EU is doomed to disap-
pear unless it can guarantee a political 
framework and effective support for its 
values. Nevertheless, we need to learn 
from the experience of our forebears, so 
that the rule of law, human rights and 
an active civil society become essential 
elements in the defence of democracy. 
Otherwise, in the absence of democra-
cy, the demons of the past will return.

M
A

R
C

H
 2

02
1

Cristian Pirvulescu is the new President of the EESC’s Fundamental Rights 
and the Rule of Law Group (FRRL Group)

MEET OUR MEMBERS IN LEADERSHIP POSITIONS

21. EESC, FRRL Group, https://europa.eu/!gD79MT 

Cristian Pîrvulescu ©EESC

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/other/ad-hoc-group-fundamental-rights-and-rule-law
https://europa.eu/!gD79MT 
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MEMBERS IN THE SPOTLIGHT
A radical change is needed in the field of assistance to people with disabilities

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

On 4 March, the Italian association 
Legacoopsociali, which brings togeth-
er cooperatives and social enterprises, 

held a webinar on health and per-
sonal care services. The association 
presented its working paper on the 
rethinking of personal care services for 
people in need of assistance. 

Pietro Vittorio Barbieri, who is 
vice-president of the EESC’s Diversity 
Europe Group and represents the Cen-
tro per l’Autonomia22 (Italian Centre for 
Autonomy) took part in this webinar. 
He participated in a discussion with 
other speakers, such as the sociologist 
Enrica Amaturo, Fabrizio Starace, a rep-
resentative of the Italian National Insti-
tute of Health, and Celeste D’Arrando, a 
member of the Italian parliament and 
signatory of the “Health Budget”23, an 
Italian bill proposing the introduction 
of personalised health budgets for peo-
ple with disabilities or chronic illnesses.
 
During the webinar, Mr Barbieri drew 
the following conclusion from the pan-

demic: “In the field of assistance to peo-
ple with disabilities, there is a need for a 
radical change towards independent liv-
ing, as set out in the UN Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.” 
Mr Barbieri also questioned the current 
model of healthcare facilities, dom-
inant both in Italy and across Europe: 
“The model based on the protection of 
people in essentially healthcare facilities 
can be said to have failed, precisely be-
cause it is not even protecting health. 
Care facilities have been questioned for 
the segregating effect they produce. In-
stead, we need to look at this moment 
with new eyes: independent living 
in ordinary homes in the communi-
ty where everyone else is living. It is the 
community that must protect. Indeed, 
one of the main indicators of Europe’s 
temporary recovery instrument Next-
GenerationEU is inclusion.”

More information is available here. 

Pietro Barbieri ©EESC

Several members participated as speakers in the workshops during Civil 
Society Days 2021

Reconstruction after the pandemic 
must be an opportunity to rebuild 
Europe on a new foundation of dem-
ocratic participation. It would be a 
huge mistake if the fate and future 
of so many were to be decided by so 

few, participants 
of EESC 2021 Civ-
il Society Days24 
heard.

The fully virtual 
event took place 
from 1-5 March 
2021. It was in-
tended to be 
a public forum 

bringing together European citizens, 
civil society organisations and the Eu-
ropean institutions for a debate about 
the essential components of A Sus-
tainable Recovery for the Future of 
Europe’s Citizens. Over 1 400 people 

participated in the EESC event, with 
viewers connecting from as far afield 
as Africa, Asia, and North and South 
America. Diversity Europe Group 
members actively took part during the 
event’s various workshops.

22. Italian Centre for Autonomy. 
h t t p : / / w w w . c e n t r o p e r l a u t o n o m i a .
it/?fbclid=IwAR35JmFiocLZiZz9ma-nfPzmSF9ARW9d
HhBWliTPM1kpUe6K4pIHR75STiE 
23. Italian bill, Health Budget, https://www.camera.it/ 
l e g 1 8 / 1 2 6 ? t a b = 1 & l e g = 1 8 & i d D o c u m e n t o 
=1752&sede=&tipo=
24. EESC, Civil Society Days 2021, https://europa.
eu/!uq67vb

©EESC

https://www.legacoopsociali.it/
http://www.centroperlautonomia.it/?fbclid=IwAR35JmFiocLZiZz9ma-nfPzmSF9ARW9dHhBWliTPM1kpUe6K4pIHR75STiE
http://www.centroperlautonomia.it/?fbclid=IwAR35JmFiocLZiZz9ma-nfPzmSF9ARW9dHhBWliTPM1kpUe6K4pIHR75STiE
https://www.camera.it/leg18/126?tab=1&leg=18&idDocumento=1752&sede=&tipo=
https://www.legacoopsociali.it/notizie/la-nostra-missione-salute-per-i-servizi-di-cura-darrando-m5s-sui-budget-serve-fondo-di-garanzia/
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/civil-society-days-2021-fully-online
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/civil-society-days-2021-fully-online
http://www.centroperlautonomia.it/?fbclid=IwAR35JmFiocLZiZz9ma-nfPzmSF9ARW9dHhBWliTPM1kpUe6K4pIHR75STiE
http://www.centroperlautonomia.it/?fbclid=IwAR35JmFiocLZiZz9ma-nfPzmSF9ARW9dHhBWliTPM1kpUe6K4pIHR75STiE
http://www.centroperlautonomia.it/?fbclid=IwAR35JmFiocLZiZz9ma-nfPzmSF9ARW9dHhBWliTPM1kpUe6K4pIHR75STiE
 https://www.camera.it/leg18/126?tab=1&leg=18&idDocumento=1752&sede=&tipo=
 https://www.camera.it/leg18/126?tab=1&leg=18&idDocumento=1752&sede=&tipo=
 https://www.camera.it/leg18/126?tab=1&leg=18&idDocumento=1752&sede=&tipo=
https://europa.eu/!uq67vb
https://europa.eu/!uq67vb
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“In order to support democracy, 
participation is very important. 
But this participation is not only 
electoral participation, because 
the electorate can be, for instance, 
manipulated. It is very important 

to have an educational process to transform the people 
into citizens.”

Cristian Pîrvulescu
President, EESC’s Fundamental Rights and the Rule of 
Law Group
Speaker in the debate on Promoting democracy at dif-
ferent  levels and in the digital era during workshop 1: 
Multilevel sustainable democracy in Europe

“Create a structural engagement 
platform, a sort of EU Youth Advi-
sory Panel, to amplify the voices 
of youth by ensuring a seat at the 
table in the decision-making pro-
cess and ultimately resulting in 

providing resources for youth in terms of knowledge, 
information and financial resources. Only structured, 
empowered and effective two-way participation in the 
decision-making processes at all levels can ensure that 
grassroots initiatives become a reality, and/or can be 
up-scaled to drive transformation. This is the key rec-
ommendation from our breakout session.”

Cillian Lohan
EESC Vice-President and rapporteur for the EESC opin-
ion Towards structured youth engagement on climate 
and sustainability in the EU decision-making process
Moderated a breakout session of workshop 5:  
Youth activism, systemic change and recovery in 
Europe

“We need, for new and old genera-
tions, strong work to reduce inequal-
ities which have continued to grow 
in recent years. For this, we continue 
to need social economy enterprises, 
even more so now that the pandem-

ic has further accelerated the growth of inequalities.”

Giuseppe Guerini
Spokesperson, EESC Social Economy Category & President, 
CECOP
Opening remarks for workshop 2: Social Economy  
and youth entrepreneurship for a sustainable  
recovery

“In 2020, the climate strike move-
ment has been less visible but 
it has not gone away. The youth 
movement has demonstrated 
great adaptability during the pan-
demic lockdown. The message has 

resonated through online mobilisation in innovative 
ways and their ambitious approach to designing our 
future needs to be recognised.” 

Lutz Ribbe
President, EESC’s Sustainable Development Observatory
Opening remarks for workshop 5: Youth activism, 
systemic change and recovery in Europe

“Proper data on the real value of volun-
teers’ work, including economic value, 
will make it possible to implement pol-
icy aimed at systematic assistance for 
NGOs or other bodies acting as coordi-
nators of volunteers’ activities. As a re-

sult, it would be possible to achieve a big leverage effect and in-
crease volunteers’ impact on citizens’ and society’s everyday life.”

Krzysztof Pater
President, National Scout and Guide Court of the Polish 
Scouting and Guiding Association (ZHP)
Presentation during workshop 8: The role and econom-
ic value of volunteers in the road to recovery and 
beyondM
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 Here are their key messages:  
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Luca Jahier speaks at European Citizens’ Assembly in Italy: “Towards a full 
European democracy”

Luca JAHIER (IT)
Former EESC President (2018-2020)
Former Diversity Europe Group 
President (2010-2018)
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)

On 2 March 2021, Diversity Europe 
Group Member Luca Jahier took part 
in the first European Citizens’ Assem-
bly to take place as part of the Jean 
Monnet EU2-You Too project run by 
the University of Rome III, in collabora-
tion with CesUE, an Italian non-profit 
association focusing on civic educa-
tion, and EURACTIV Italia, the Italian 
branch of an independent pan-Euro-
pean media network specialising in 
EU policies. The event was organised 
to discuss the future of Europe-
an democracy and the path to 
the Conference on the Future of 
Europe (CoFoE), which will gather Eu-
ropean citizens’ ideas. Giuliano Pisapia, 
MEP and vice-chair of the European 
Parliament’s Constitutional Affairs 
Commission, and various civil society 
representatives, including from aca-

demia, participated in the event.
 
Mr Jahier spoke about a recent Fi-
nancial Times article with the headline 
“The Conference on the Future of Eu-
rope risks becoming an orphan pro-
ject”. He explained that there is a risk 
of developing a “byzantine” (exces-
sively complex or intricate) structure 
of governance for the CoFoE because 
of the strict balance mechanism be-
tween the three institutions – i.e. they 
need to all agree on every decision. 

The Diversity Europe Group Member 
called for the original spirit of the 
conference to be respected, i.e. a citi-
zen-led debate to build on “the great 
participatory and pro-European 
trust demonstrated at the Euro-

pean elections and to seize the 
opportunity to take another step 
forward by involving citizens so 
as to reach a turning point in the 
EU’s history”. 

Mr Jahier remarked that this con-
ference will take place in exceptional 
circumstances, at a time when we will 
see whether the vaccination cam-
paigns have been successful and we 
have made a step forward, altogeth-
er, or whether there is a clear divide 
in Europe between those who have 
been vaccinated and those who have 
not. That is why this conference could 
play a fundamental role, at a time 
when new difficulties are emerging, 
by experimenting for the first time 
with innovative forms of demo-
cratic participation, bringing to-
gether some strong ideas for the 
future of Europe, and last but not 
least, challenging everyone to have a 
meaningful impact now on the 
debate on Europe’s future.

The whole debate is available here25.

Luca Jahier ©EESC

“The discussion on reduced work-
ing hours needs to address various 
complexities, for instance how can 
we make it less unprofitable for 
companies to employ more people 
but for less work hours and how to 

address reduced salaries especially for lower paid jobs.”

Arnaud Schwartz
President, France Nature Environnement
Moderated a breakout session of workshop 4: The fu-
ture of work in the wellbeing economy

“It is time to bring social economy 
principles to economic institutions 
and policy makers, this is the time to 
build a more social, more innovative 
and greener Europe, but above all a 
new Europe without inequalities.”

Giuseppe Guerini
Spokesperson, EESC Social Economy Category & Presi-
dent, CECOP 
Speaker at the panel debate of workshop 6:  
A Social Green Deal for a sustainable recovery

25. Euractiv.it, Assemblea dei cittadini europei: “Verso 
una piena democrazia europea”, https://euractiv.it/
section/diritti/video/assemblea-dei-cittadini-europei-
verso-una-piena-democrazia-europea/.

http://translate.google.fr/translate?hl=&sl=it&tl=en&u=https%3A%2F%2Feuractiv.it%2Fsection%2Fdiritti%2Fvideo%2Fassemblea-dei-cittadini-europei-verso-una-piena-democrazia-europea%2F&anno=2&sandbox=1
http://translate.google.fr/translate?hl=&sl=it&tl=en&u=https%3A%2F%2Feuractiv.it%2Fsection%2Fdiritti%2Fvideo%2Fassemblea-dei-cittadini-europei-verso-una-piena-democrazia-europea%2F&anno=2&sandbox=1
http://translate.google.fr/translate?hl=&sl=it&tl=en&u=https%3A%2F%2Feuractiv.it%2Fsection%2Fdiritti%2Fvideo%2Fassemblea-dei-cittadini-europei-verso-una-piena-democrazia-europea%2F&anno=2&sandbox=1
https://www.ft.com/content/d2e27ae6-9094-424c-9786-768d767ccfb6
https://www.ft.com/content/d2e27ae6-9094-424c-9786-768d767ccfb6
https://www.ft.com/content/d2e27ae6-9094-424c-9786-768d767ccfb6
https://euractiv.it/section/diritti/video/assemblea-dei-cittadini-europei-verso-una-piena-democrazia-europea/
https://euractiv.it/section/diritti/video/assemblea-dei-cittadini-europei-verso-una-piena-democrazia-europea/.
https://euractiv.it/section/diritti/video/assemblea-dei-cittadini-europei-verso-una-piena-democrazia-europea/.
https://euractiv.it/section/diritti/video/assemblea-dei-cittadini-europei-verso-una-piena-democrazia-europea/.
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26. CNCU, Consiglio Nazionale dei Consumatori e degli 
Utenti, http://www.tuttoconsumatori.org/ 

Alessandro Mostaccio organises Online Talk with Italian consumer 
associations to encourage regular exchange

Alessandro MOSTACCIO (IT)
Member, Italian National Council for 
Consumers and Users (CNCU)

On 18 February 2021, Alessandro  
Mostaccio, a new Member of the EESC 
and the Diversity Europe Group, or-
ganised together with the EESC sec-
retariat an Online Talk to present the 
way the Committee operates and its 
main activities to the Italian Na-
tional Council of Consumers and  
Users (CNCU26). At the EESC, Mr  
Mostaccio represents CNCU, an ad-
visory body hosted by the Italian 
government and Parliament working 
in the area of consumer issues. The 
Council is made up of one represent-
ative from each of the most represent-
ative national associations (currently 
20 members). Mr Mostaccio proposed 
the meeting in order to share the chal-
lenges currently facing the EESC and 
organised civil society as a whole with 
colleagues from the Italian consumer 
associations and senior officials from 
the Ministry of Economic Develop-
ment (40 people in all).

The event was opened by Eleonora 
di Nicolantonio, Director ad interim 
for Communication and Interinstitu-
tional Relations. Enrica Nardello, an 
administrator from the Diversity Eu-
rope Group secretariat, then gave a 
general presentation on the operation 
of the EESC, going into greater detail 
regarding its membership, aims and 
internal working bodies.

The second part of the meeting was 
devoted to an in-depth look at the EE-
SC’s stances on consumer and sus-
tainability policy. Janine Borg and 

Marie-Laurence Drillon, administra-
tors from the EESC’s INT section, gave 
overviews of the key opinions adopt-
ed by the EESC in recent years, such as 
Towards an EU strategy on sustaina-
ble consumption and A new Circular 
Economy Action Plan (both adopted 
in 2020). They also drew participants’ 
attention to some of the main current 
challenges, such as those posed by the 
New Consumer Agenda (2021) and the 
revision of the Directives on product 
safety, consumer credit and distance 
marketing of financial services.

“You will understand how stunned 
I was to learn that out of 328 EESC 
Members only ten represent consum-
er associations,” said Alessandro 
Mostaccio. “How will ten of us be 
able to deal with this huge mountain 
of work, as well as all the work on the 
Digital and Green Deals, and represent 
consumers’ interests effectively? As 
a new Member, I endeavoured from 
the outset to instigate fruitful di-
alogue with the other Italian na-
tional associations in an attempt 
to involve them and give consumers 
more of a voice at the EESC.” Closing 
the event, Mr Mostaccio thanked all 
participants for their highly profes-
sional contributions, interest and en-
thusiasm. He said: “This was a lovely 
moment of exchange, which I hope 
will be followed by active, specialised 
involvement, in the general interests 
of all European consumers.”

Alessandro Mostaccio ©EESC

fizkes © Shutterstock

http://www.tuttoconsumatori.org/ 
http://www.tuttoconsumatori.org/
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an important role to play in legitimis-
ing the process and in reaching out to 
the myriad of organisations in which 
citizens are active. Mr Boland em-
phasised that the EESC and the Group 
were ready to help in the process, but 
under certain conditions: “The first 
is that we are allowed to play a mean-
ingful role with permanent observer 
status which is explicitly recognised. 
The second is that there is agreement 
that there will be tangible results 
and follow-up to the proposals 
made by citizens.”

Following the address by the Group 
president, Christian Moos, Ágnes Cser, 
Alain Coheur and Danko Relić contrib-
uted to the debate with the Commis-
sion Vice-President on behalf of the 
Group. 

Christian Moos called for coherent 
leadership and genuine involvement 
of the Committee and citizens. He 
commented on the negotiations be-
tween the Council, the Commission 
and the European Parliament taking 
place at that time: “There is still dis-
cord between the institutions and 
some degree of uncertainty about 
the holding of the conference and the 
arrangements for it. Arguing about 
chairs and schedules does not help to 
bring Europe closer to its citizens.”

The February plenary included a de-
bate on the Conference on the 
Future of Europe (CoFoE) with 
Dubravka Šuica, Vice-President of 
the European Commission for Democ-
racy and Demography.

The forthcoming Conference is a sign 
of new thinking at EU level, bringing 
citizens right into the heart of policy-
making with concrete power to drive 
systematic change, said the Commis-
sion Vice-President in her address. In 
Ms Šuica’s view, cooperation with 
civil society was “vital for the full 
implementation of our priorities.” 
Key elements of the Commission’s 
agenda for the Conference included 
healthcare and the EU’s response to 
the public health crisis, a platform for 
all information relating to the Con-
ference, genuinely local, national and 
transnational debates and a feedback 
mechanism to ensure that tangible 
results can be delivered from the de-
liberations of the Conference.

Diversity Europe Group president 
Séamus Boland was convinced that 
the European institutions needed the 
EESC to successfully conduct the Co-
FoE if it aimed to consult citizens. “We 
represent the organisations in which 
citizens are active and can help create 
avenues for informed dialogue.” The 
Diversity Europe Group especially had 

Ágnes Cser reminded the plenary of 
the common responsibility for the 
future and welcomed the fact that 
the Commission President’s political 
guidelines included investment and 
the creation of a European Child Guar-
antee. “Our future depends on our 
children’s present,” Ms Cser said and 
suggested that the EESC as a host for 
dialogue with children at EU level.

Diversity Europe Group Member and 
EESC INT section president, Alain 
Coheur, said regarding the impact 
of the pandemic and the future of Eu-
rope: “For our Committee, leaving no 
one behind is strengthening human 
rights without discrimination on any 
basis. The right to health should be at 
the heart of the future of Europe. EU 
competences must be strengthened 
to achieve a better Europe, health and 
more and deeper social protection. 
Europe should be a social as well 
as an economic champion.”

Danko Relić was the last speaker 
from the Group. Mr Relić stressed the 
need to “hear the voice of everybody” 
despite the pandemic. “We need to 
find the right models to involve every-
body”, he said, and asked Ms Šuica to 
support meetings with citizens at 
national level.
The debate is available at: https://
fb.watch/47Cz3ADgZK/

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE LAST PLENARY SESSION
EESC necessary for a successful Conference on the Future of Europe

Dubravka Šuica © EESC

Christian Moos © EESC

Ágnes Cser © EESC

https://fb.watch/47Cz3ADgZK/
https://fb.watch/47Cz3ADgZK/
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As vice-president of the European Se-
mester Group, Diversity Europe Member 
Luca Jahier was one of the rapporteurs 
for the resolution. Mr Jahier welcomed 
that fact that the Recovery and Resil-
ience Regulation29 provided a clear map 
for the involvement of stakeholders in 
the drafting and implementation of the 
recovery and resilience plans. In practise, 
however, this involvement was currently 
insufficient. A fair and transparent in-
volvement, Mr Jahier stressed, would be 
crucial to ensuring not only the effective 
implementation of the plans, but also 
public support for the associated re-
forms. He therefore called for enhanced 
civil society involvement in the entire 
process with immediate effect. 

The Diversity Europe Group president 
Séamus Boland took part in the en-
suing debate. “National resilience and 
recovery plans have to give sufficient 
weight to social issues, including 
effective instruments to combat 
poverty and inequalities,” he said. 
In view of increasing poverty and in-
equality levels and emerging new 
forms of inequalities, such as digital 
poverty, this was of vital importance. 

Simo Tiainen, vice-president of the Di-
versity Europe Group, and Ionuţ Sibian 
also took the floor. Mr Tiainen stressed 
the need to ensure that the funds are 

On 25 February, EESC Members dis-
cussed and voted on a Resolution on 
the involvement of organised civil 
society in the national recovery and 
resilience plans – What works and 
what does not?, in the presence of Jo-
hannes Hahn, the European Commis-
sioner for Budget and Administration. 

The resolution was drawn up by the 
presidency of the EESC’s European Se-
mester Group28 on the basis of infor-
mation that was collected by 27 del-
egations during consultations in the 
Member States. It stresses the con-
tribution that organised civil so-
ciety can make to the success of the 
national recovery and resilience plans 
and that it must have a voice in the 
entire process concerning these plans. 

In his introductory speech, Commis-
sioner Hahn presented the new-
ly adopted Recovery and Resilience 
Facility and its role in the European 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
As regards the involvement of civil so-
ciety in this process, Mr Hahn stressed 
that “the regulation encourages broad 
consultations, strong interactions, and 
communication with local and region-
al authorities at all stages of the imple-
mentation”. 

used for purposes such as the green 
transition and digital transforma-
tion and that the plans are implement-
ed swiftly. “Investments in biogas pro-
jects and high speed broadband in rural 
areas are good examples”, he added. 

Mr Sibian hoped that civil society 
would be part of the assessment of 
the plans. The Diversity Europe Group 
Member also underlined the contribu-
tion NGOs can make to recovery and 
building up resilience: “Civil society 
should be an important player in terms 
of community investment, because we 
cannot see an impact at the grass-
roots level without NGO work in 
the area of education, inclusion, youth, 
environment and digitalisation”.

The plenary then adopted the resolu-
tion. It is available online30. 
The debate is available at: https://
fb.watch/4agP1xtYZQ/ 

Social issues, the green and digital transitions and civil society should be 
at the heart of the national recovery and resilience plans, according to 
Diversity Europe Group Members

Johannes Hahn © EESC

Séamus Boland © EESC

27. European Commission, Joint Declaration, https://
ec.europa.eu/info/files/joint-declaration-conference-
future-europe_en
28. EESC, European Semester Group, https://europa.
eu/!Bq97bt 
29. Regulation (EU) 2021/241 of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 12 February 2021 
establishing the Recovery and Resilience Facility, 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/
ALL/?uri=celex:32021R0241
30. EESC (25.02.21), “Involvement of organised civil 
society in the national recovery and resilience plans 
– What works and what does not?”, https://www.eesc.
europa.eu/en/documents/resolution/involvement-
organised-civil-society-national-recovery-and-
resilience-plans-what-works-and-what-does-not
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On 10 March, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, European Parliament President David Sassoli and 
Portuguese Prime Minister António Costa — whose country holds the Council of the EU’s presidency — signed a Joint 
Declaration on the CoFoE. The Joint Declaration27 sets out the Conference’s scope, structure, objectives and principles as 
well as the EESC’s involvement in the Conference. A formal event to start the Conference is planned for Europe’s Day, 9 
May. Conclusions are expected by Spring 2022.

Simo Tiainen © EESC

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32021R0241
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32021R0241
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/other/ad-hoc-group-european-semester/civil-society-and-recovery-and-resilience-plans
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/other/ad-hoc-group-european-semester/civil-society-and-recovery-and-resilience-plans
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/documents/resolution/involvement-organised-civil-society-national-recovery-and-resilience-plans-what-works-and-what-does-not
https://fb.watch/4agP1xtYZQ/
https://fb.watch/4agP1xtYZQ/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/joint-declaration-conference-future-europe_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/joint-declaration-conference-future-europe_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/joint-declaration-conference-future-europe_en
https://europa.eu/!Bq97bt
https://europa.eu/!Bq97bt
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=celex:32021R0241
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=celex:32021R0241
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/documents/resolution/involvement-organised-civil-society-national-reco
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/documents/resolution/involvement-organised-civil-society-national-reco
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/documents/resolution/involvement-organised-civil-society-national-reco
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/documents/resolution/involvement-organised-civil-society-national-reco
https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/joint-declaration-conference-future-europe_en


25

D
IV

ER
SI

TY
 E

U
R

O
P

E

OVERVIEW OF RECENT WORK 
BY OUR MEMBERS
The last EESC plenary session took place from 24 and 25 February, in a hybrid format with some Members present on the 
EESC premises and others connecting remotely. The EESC plenary adopted 11 opinions, 3 of which were drafted by Mem-
bers of the Diversity Europe Group. A list recent work can be found below.

Giuseppe GUERINI (IT), rapporteur, ECO/53531 Crypto assets and distributed ledger technology

Krzysztof BALON (PL), rapporteur, ECO/53732 The Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2021

Panagiotis GKOGAS (EL), rapporteur, SOC/67033 Asylum procedures under the New Pact on Migration and Asylum

The complete texts of all EESC opinions are available in various language 
versions on the Committee’s website34.

The next EESC plenary session will take place on 27 and 28 April. It will 
be a fully remote meeting. For more information on the upcoming plenary 

session please visit our website35.

31. EESC opinion ECO/535, https://europa.
eu/!gM37Pf
32. EESC opinion, ECO/537, https://europa.
eu/!nV99Jw
33. EESC opinion, SOC/670, https://europa.
eu/!uG99QG
34. EESC, opinions, https://europa.eu/!wF86wY
35. EESC, plenary sessions, https://europa.
eu/!Dg84qG
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WHAT HAPPENED TO ECO/537? 
Interview with Krzysztof Stanislaw Balon regarding the EESC opinion 
ECO/537: The Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2021

Rapporteur: Krzysztof Stanislaw BALON(PL)
Secretary of the Programming Com-
mittee, Working Community, Associa-
tions of Social Organisations (WRZOS)

Mr Balon, your opinion was 
adopted at the February plenary. 
What are its three main findings?

First of all – especially given the cur-
rent crisis – efforts to move rapidly 
towards a green and digital econo-
my must not further increase pov-
erty and social exclusion. Secondly, 
both further development of the 
social economy and equal access to 
affordable healthcare and high-qual-
ity social services should be added 
to the list of “European flagship” 
initiatives proposed by the Europe-
an Commission. Last but not least, 
the single market should continue 
to function fully, which means no 
restrictions by the Member States 
– unless coordinated at EU level – 
that directly or indirectly affect free 
movement of people and goods. By 
the way, open borders are also key 
to fostering European solidarity and 
identity.

How could these issues be ad-
dressed? What are your three 
main recommendations/propos-
als?

Strengthening social justice is in my 
opinion absolutely crucial for the Eu-
ropean integration process. We need 
both adequate minimum wages and 
an adequate minimum income in 

all Member States. Since freedom 
of movement for workers in the EU 
cannot be the sole remedy for social 
inequalities between the Member 
States, there is apparently an urgent 
need for an upward convergence of 
wages and, generally, incomes, prob-
ably involving an EU regulation.
Given the role of non-profit social 
economy organisations in imple-
menting the European Pillar of Social 
Rights, especially in crisis situations, 
the EESC has already, in a previous 
opinion (INT/906), called for these 
organisations to be granted particu-
lar consideration in public procure-
ment law over public or commercial 
suppliers in the provision of social 
and health services of general inter-
est. At the same time, the Commit-
tee requested that support for these 
organisations also be addressed in 
the Social Scoreboard linked to the 
European Semester. Finally, the Euro-
pean Commission should effectively 
use its competencies regarding free 
movement in full.

How do you want to make civil so-
ciety’s voice heard? What are your 
next steps?

The current crisis shows that author-
ities tend to make decisions over the 
heads of citizens and their organisa-
tions instead of jointly with them. Yet 
it is obvious that the sacrifices result-
ing from the crisis will be much easier 
to overcome if authorities and civil so-
ciety organisations work together. In 
this context, a big step forward is the 
request for social partners and other 
civil society organisations to be in-
volved in planning and implementing 
national recovery and resilience plans, 
at least according to the Recovery and 
Resilience Facility (RRF) regulation. 
However, this should be extended 
to all European funding, namely as 
a binding conditionality principle 
on the basis of minimum standards 
to be defined at EU level. But the 
regulations alone are, of course, not 
enough. According to information 
collected during the preparation of 
the EESC Resolution on Involvement 
of Organised Civil Society in the Na-
tional Recovery and Resilience Plans, 
in most Member States civil society 
organisations have to fight hard for 
real involvement in decision-making. 
Therefore, the EESC will continue to 
support the further development of 
civil dialogue in the Member States.

Find out more about the EESC opin-
ion ECO/537 at: https://europa.eu
/!nV99Jw

Krzysztof Balon © EESC
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MEMBERS WORKING ON NEW EESC OPINIONS
Presidency of a study group

Rudolf KOLBE (AT), INT/933 Europe’s Digital Decade: 2030 Digital Targets
Bogomil NIKOLOV (BG), INT/934 Review of the Roaming Regulation
Kęstutis KUPŠYS (LT), INT/935 Updating the new industrial strategy for Europe
Cristian PÎRVULESCU (RO), SOC Binding pay transparency measures

Rapporteurship

Elena-Alexandra CALISTRU (RO), ECO Evaluation of the implementation of e-Cohesion in Programmes financed by 
ERDF and Cohesion Fund 2014-2020
Cristian PÎRVULESCU (RO), SOC Action plan on the implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights
Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EL), SOC Strategy on the rights of persons with disabilities
Christian MOOS (DE), SOC/635 Securing media freedom and diversity in Europe (own-initiative opinion)
Simo TIAINEN (FI), NAT/817 New approach for a sustainable blue economy in the EU
Anastasis YIAPANIS (CY), NAT/816 Strategic Guidelines for the sustainable development of EU aquaculture
Andreas THURNER (AT), NAT/818 Communication on organic production

UPCOMING EVENTS
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
09/04/2021 – Meeting of the Liberal Professions Category

@ Aliaksandr Bukatsich, Shutterstock
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