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These are the conclusions of the debates held during the annual meeting of the Presidents and Secretaries-General of the Economic and Social Councils of the EU and of the European Economic and Social Committee, without prejudice to the ongoing debates in some of the Member States.

The economic and social impact of the twin transition

The COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent economic crisis that have shaken the European Union (EU) as well as the unprovoked aggression against Ukraine by the Russian Federation have highlighted the EU's potential and effectiveness in times of urgent need. The far-reaching changes towards a climate-neutral and digitalised model that the EU's economy and society are facing are able to trigger positive outcomes such as job creation (repair activities, renewables and ICT). At the same time, this twin transition may lead to job losses in some sectors such as fossil-fuel energy production and mining, requiring considerable adjustment efforts for society. 

Recommendations: a joint reflection is necessary to determine the scope of action to tackle climate change and to ensure a fair digital transition with a positive impact on the labour market. It is necessary to define the EU's role as a geopolitical actor and provide the means to strengthen the EU's open strategic autonomy. To give credibility to the commitment that no one should be left behind, mitigation measures have to be applied. The EESC has encouraged Member States to set up tripartite Just Transition commissions to implement national and regional just transition plans. Addressing these issues in a coordinated manner is essential to achieving the goal of climate neutrality by 2050 set out in the European Green Deal and the "Fit for 55" package and to implementing the Digital Strategy, as well as to achieving the 2030 UN Agenda on Sustainable Development.

Statement – The green transition: it is critical to take integrated action on food security, biodiversity and the climate by fostering more sustainable food systems that can preserve food security in times of crisis. Climate change is one of the direct drivers of the deterioration of nature that will lead to 35% of EU land being subject to high water stress by 2070, resulting in a decline in the quantity and quality of drinking water. In the face of this reality swift action is crucial to achieve a wellbeing economy for people and the planet, including tackling water poverty. 

Recommendations: it is paramount to preserve biodiversity as a guarantor of quality of life for people, of economic prosperity and of environmental sustainability. In particular, aligning the climate and agri-food agendas requires a more holistic and integrated policy approach. This is also necessary for the implementation of the UN Sustainable Development Goals. The agri-food sector should be actively involved and supported in combating global warming in order to contribute to the broader transition to sustainable food systems while ensuring its long-term profitability. 

Statement – Achieving greater open strategic autonomy: the greening of energy and the development of renewables can increase Europe's open strategic autonomy. The EU's ambition to become climate-neutral and complete the twin transition depends on secure access to a wide range of raw materials that are necessary to produce key technologies. 

Recommendations: it is critical to continue developing electricity grids to enable the full deployment of renewables, as they increase the system's flexibility and help to ensure the security of supply and to provide affordable prices to consumers and companies. To prevent new major technological dependencies on suppliers that do not share EU values, within the spirit of the 2020 EU new Industrial Strategy and Action Plan, efforts should continue to diversify supply, recycle and boost the EU's capacities in renewables, including hydrogen and energy storage. Security of supply should be ensured for consumers and businesses at a cost "as affordable as possible". With regard to the European Commission proposal for a Directive on empowering consumers for the green transition, the EESC supports the repairability of goods, with common labelling showing their durability, and stresses the importance of training and upgrading the skills of repairers. To make the right to repair a reality, the Committee suggests giving consumers and civil society a voice in the Erasmus+ alliance-based projects being carried out in this area. It also advises including a human capital component and specific skills in the EU monitoring framework for the circular economy currently being developed by Eurostat. Finally, the EESC calls for better information for consumers and protection against misleading advertisements. 
Horizontal recommendations: assessing the social dimension of the green transition, the EESC supports the promotion of a meaningful social dialogue, as well as civil society, at all levels and in particular at the workplace, strengthened by incentives and funding for capacity building. The EU must also continue promoting collective bargaining and social dialogue with companies to shape sustainable workplaces and green, competitive jobs. The EESC stresses that the importance of encouraging businesses to restructure and employees to upskill and reskill so that they can better adapt to the transition and in order to secure high-quality employment. Moreover, efforts should be made to avoid energy and mobility poverty. Under the Social Climate Fund proposed by the EU in 2021, the EESC supports the introduction of a specific heading in the EU budget dedicated to the social impact of the green transition. The Committee also promotes public transport as the backbone of sustainable and affordable mobility. 

The green transition must be accomplished within the framework of the European Pillar of Social Rights, while bearing in mind other manifestations of poverty and social exclusion, such as housing shortages, and addressing the energy crisis faced by the most vulnerable households, including protecting their purchasing power – environmentally-friendly goods such as electric cars tend to be more expensive. This transition will ultimately require the development of an environment of trust and an associated cultural shift, for instance in the areas of recycling and the use of environmentally-friendly transport. It will also be necessary to consider the potential challenges in the transition of carbon-intensive sectors. As an example, we could make the most of the experience of the "green houses" made in Europe which are leading the way to decarbonisation and growth in this industry. New ways of producing and consuming will also be needed. 
     
Statement – The digital transition: this requires investment in the digital sector to be directed to a significant extent towards open strategic autonomy, including investing in digital technologies, education and vocational training and infrastructure. Large-scale EU research in the field of digital technologies should be supported, as should renewed efforts at public-private partnerships.  

Recommendations: the EU needs to reduce its dependency on non-EU tech giants by doubling its efforts to develop a secure, inclusive and values-based digital economy capable of competing with non-EU tech giants and emphasising reliable connectivity, data security and artificial intelligence (AI). To guarantee effective digital rights for EU citizens, we must improve the level of cybersecurity in both public services and the private sector, eliminating differences in requirements and implementation between Member States. To develop digital multi-country projects, the EU must ensure broad participation by Member States and, as far as possible, by economic and social actors. This spirit of cooperation should help strengthen the digital single market and, ultimately, the EU itself. 

Statement – The digital and green transitions both impact EU labour markets which are at the crossroads of economic and social challenges. Digitalisation can help address labour shortages but the specific way in which the digital transition affects the labour market requires a deep reflection, across sectors and Member States. 

Recommendations: with regard to innovation in the digital economy, the EESC supports social dialogue and, in particular, collective bargaining as key tools when introducing new technologies. They help shape the business environment, enable changes in working life by providing workers with information, anticipating problems and promoting worker participation, and build up mutual trust between social partners. Stakeholders, employers and employees should reflect on the new organisation of work, the increased importance of data (and how this affects companies and employees and the relationship between them) and the digitalisation aspects of hybrid work such as surveillance and privacy. Principles, commitments and obligations relating to informing and consulting workers should be reinforced, particularly when deploying new technologies, including AI and robotics. This would also be the right time to develop habeas data or the so-called right to be forgotten. With the increase in digital platform companies, the issue of the rights of platform workers deserves serious analysis. The EESC underlines the significant impact of algorithmic management, which assigns work and evaluates workers as well as their earnings and working conditions. Consultation and collective bargaining rights and social standards should be extended to all platform workers. To ensure a just transition, it is necessary to provide adequate training to all workers and improve digital skills, especially among poorer people and the older generation – large-scale continuous training must be an EU goal. Micro-credentials for employability may be a new possibility to explore in this regard. With regard to the deployment of digital networks, it is also important to monitor the quality of digital coverage to avoid situations of digital exclusion. 

Overarching recommendations: in the current scenario of high inflation, a decline in purchasing power and a housing shortage, a just twin transition must be carried out in a way that helps reduce the risk of poverty in the EU (22% in 2022) and not increase it. The integrity of the Internal Market must be preserved and strengthened, as one of the EU's greatest achievements. To strengthen the social pillar of economic governance, we must strive to have a set of best practices to follow and instruments to support the labour market, such as the EU instrument SURE. Economic and fiscal governance reforms should reduce its complexity, focus on the medium term and on country-specific circumstances, better reconcile growth, investment, structural reforms and sustainability, and more closely involve the European Parliament, national parliaments and civil society organisations. Finally, in pursuit of social convergence, mechanisms could be established to monitor social targets and indicators in each Member State.

How to strengthen participatory democracy in the decision-making process

In the last few years, democratic life has faced several challenges. The successive crises that the EU has had to cope with have also been a wake-up call in terms of its values and ideals. Some Europeans do not seem to recognise those values in the policies that are being developed and implemented. Although overall satisfaction with democracy remains high in Europe, that feeling is not evenly shared, with major variations from one Member State to another. In places, this may be leading to a certain apathy towards politics in general, a decrease in voter participation and, most worryingly, a deeper distrust of politicians, the State and democracy. It should be noted that, according to Eurobarometer, nearly two thirds (64%) of surveyed Europeans are satisfied with the EU's work to protect democracy and with respect for the rule of law.

Recommendations: action must be taken to bring Europeans closer to the political level. New forms of democratic participation, for instance through the well-established Economic and Social Councils, which could acquire new roles, or via citizens' panels, can help to foster democracy. They could also fulfil the recommendations of the Conference on the Future of Europe, i.e. strengthening structures for participatory democracy and financial and organisational support for civil society. The EESC emphasises that democracy is intrinsically linked to the concepts of equality, justice and respect for human rights that are stipulated in Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union and calls for strong, independent and diverse civil society to ensure active citizenship and to safeguard our values and the integrity of democratic life.    

Statement – The potential of participatory democracy: despite being recognised as a constitutional principle of the EU (Article 11 TEU), participatory democracy should be developed further according to more than half of the respondents to a 2022 consultation on the application of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. In some countries, decision-makers often perceive participatory democracy as a threat, and the public and civil society organisations (CSOs) are very rarely considered co-owners or stakeholders in successful decision-making. 

Recommendations: to contribute to policymaking in an inclusive way, national economic and social councils should be willing to broaden their approach, integrate views not traditionally reflected in their positions and assess which new stakeholders would strengthen their role as independent advisory councils. Different social groups, such as youth, women and vulnerable people, should be reached in a way that plays to their strengths, for instance through public consultations, including online. Interesting experiments have been carried out in the EU to implement participatory democracy, such as the citizens' conventions on the climate and on end of life organised by the French Economic, Social and Environmental Council (ESEC) and the recent trade union initiative for a proposed law on worker participation for the public and private sectors in Italy. Building on and consolidating these experiences raises awareness of how multiple objectives can be achieved in this way: stronger resilience in crises, social cohesion, improved competitiveness for companies, more motivated workers and better working conditions. 

To ensure effective implementation of Article 11 TEU, the EESC calls for an EU strategy for civil society and a European statute of associations to allow structured civil dialogue across the EU institutions. To allow CSOs, the "guardians of the common good", to identify sustainable solutions, promote innovation and build trust within societies, better and more accessible funding opportunities are needed. At EU level, an interinstitutional agreement on civil dialogue was also proposed, and the European Commission should be tasked with identifying contact persons responsible for civil dialogue. The Committee also recommends investing in active citizenship and reinforcing the use of transnational citizens' panels in the EU decision-making process. If civil society's role in monitoring the implementation of new policies is to be taken seriously, then local, national and EU authorities must provide the necessary financial support. Given the central importance of fundamental rights and the rule of law, the EESC has been calling for the creation of a civil society forum on these issues. Concerning the multi-level governance process of the European Semester, the EESC recommends that the involvement of social partners and CSOs should become one of the pillars of the revised Semester and that they take part not only in creating national reform programmes but also in implementing the country-specific recommendations. Along similar lines, the EESC stresses that it was not adequately consulted in the design of the National Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs), despite this obligation being outlined in the 2021 Regulation establishing the Recovery and Resilience Facility. The Committee emphasises that involving civil society in monitoring NRRP implementation is a powerful way of combating corruption and inefficiency. Moreover, it believes that civil society consultation must be based on transparent legal and public procedures. CSOs must be given sufficient time to analyse their government's proposals and draft their own ones. The Committee also stresses the importance of informal and cross-cutting skills such as collective management, critical thinking, civic education and media literacy as the backbone of participative and deliberative democracy. 

As we are gearing up for the 2024 European Parliament elections, the EESC and the national councils are going to be closely involved in order to inform the public about the importance of the elections, combat disinformation and gather citizens' concerns and expectations for the new EU policy agenda. The EESC's recommendations for the new European Parliament and the incoming European Commission will be based on the input from civil society that will be gathered before, during and after the Civil Society Week, which will take place on 4-7 March 2024 ahead of the elections. Defending democracy starts with participation. 
_____________
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