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The EESC Various Interests’ Group officially pre-
sented the plan for a “European Manifesto of 
Professionals” at a conference entitled “The Lib-
eral Professions, a lever for the Development of 
Europe: towards a European Manifesto of Profes-
sionals” organised at the Campidoglio in Rome 
on 1 December 2017, in cooperation with the 
Comitato Unitario Permanente degli Ordini e Col-
legi Professionali (joint standing committee of 
professional associations and bodies).

The event aimed to discuss ideas with a view 
to agreeing on a common definition of liberal 
professions at European level and represented 
the starting point for future action in this area. 
Taking into account that 47 million people in 
Europe work in regulated professions, approxi-
mately 22% of the working population, it is un-
deniable that liberal professions play a key role 
in our economies and societies. All proposals will 

be gathered together and feed into a “European 
Manifesto of Professionals”, aimed at ensuring 
that the EU’s liberal professions achieve their po-
tential in the near future.

High-level speakers included the President of 
the EESC Various Interests’ Group Luca Jahier, 
the Italian Minister of Labour and Social Policies 
Giuliano Poletti and the President of the Na-
tional Council of Economy and Labour (CNEL) 
Tiziano Treu.

“The liberal professions were already mentioned 
in the Treaty of Rome, signed 60 years ago, in 
Article 193 establishing the European Econom-
ic and Social Committee. Our journey therefore 
began many years ago,” said the president of the 
EESC Various Interests’ Group, Mr Jahier. “Today, 
we want to renew this commitment and make a 
tangible contribution for the liberal professions 

so that they can develop their full potential in the 
European Union over the next few years.”

The key ideas of the “Manifesto” were presented 
by Arno Metzler, Vice-President of the Various 
Interests’ Group, who then introduced the de-
bate which was structured around three panels.

 >>

European Manifesto of ProfessionalsEDEditorial

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

A blueprint for a “European Manifesto of Professionals” was presented at a 
major conference organised by the EESC Various Interests’ Group in Rome on 
1 December 2017. Ideas and proposals discussed during the event will  
contribute to achieving a common definition of liberal professions at  
European level.

Giuliano POLETTI, Minister of Labour & Social Policies (IT), Marina 
CALDERONE (EESC), Luca JAHIER (EESC), Arno METZLER (EESC)
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More Information: 
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/liberal-professions-lever-

development-europe-towards-european-manifesto-professionals

Europe III

European Manifesto of Professionals
Definitions of the concept
of liberal profession
at European level 

At the initiative of the European Commission, 
a strategic discussion is taking place at EU 
level on the future of regulated professions. 
This is reflected in several developments, 
including the transparency process, the various 
infringement procedures and the services 
package presented in January 2017. From the 
European Commission’s perspective, the liberal 
professions are part of the regulated professions. 
No distinction is made between the liberal 
professions and other regulated professions. 

It is likely that this debate will continue, and 
that the pressure on these professions to cut 
regulation in the interests of more economic 
growth will become much more intense. If we 
want to shed light on the specific characteristics 
of the liberal professions in general and, more 
specifically, as regards the tension between 
regulation and liberalisation, we need to work 
towards a common understanding of the liberal 
professions and an appropriate definition at 
European level. To date, various European 
legislative documents, European Parliament 
resolutions, rulings of the European Court of 
Justice (ECJ) and other EU initiatives have made 
reference to the liberal professions but without 
providing an exhaustive definition of this 
concept. Examples include the mention in Article 
57(d) TFEU relating to the provision of services, 
and Recital 43 of the Professional Qualifications 
Directive adopted in 2005. 

A common European definition of the liberal 
professions could be added to existing legal 
definitions in national law as well as other 
definitions.  In particular, these include the list of 
criteria drawn up by the ECJ in 2001, Recital 43 
of the 2005 Professional Qualifications Directive 
as well as definitions developed by various 
European (umbrella) associations in recent years.  

A common European definition should be 
based on existing definitions and key common 
elements, without being overly rigid, especially 
so that it can accommodate changes to the world 
of work and the emergence of new professions. 

PANEL 1 
“Liberal Professions as a key asset for the  
development of the European Union”
Chaired by Marina Elvira Calderone, Various  
Interests’ Group member – participants dis-
cussed how the professions contribute to the 
development of the EU in terms of economic 
growth, employment and social inclusion, with 
particular reference to young people and women.

PANEL 2 
“The regulation of liberal professions in 
Europe – between market and common 
constitutional traditions”
Chaired by Rudolf Kolbe, member of the Var-
ious Interests’ Group – speakers discussed the 
regulation of the professions in Europe, spe-
cifically how to reconcile internal market and 
competition requirements with safeguards for 
ethical independence and the public interest in 
exercising a profession (e.g. the role of doctors 
in public health or of engineers in building and 
road safety).

PANEL 3 
“Safeguards and the dignity of liberal  
professions in Europe”
Chaired by Ben Rizzo, Various Interests’ Group 
member – this panel focused on cross-cutting 
issues such as fair pay, professional independ-
ence, service quality and the ethical, social and 
free-thinking values of the professions, which 
are essential to safeguarding them and to ensur-
ing that they receive due respect in Europe.

European criteria
for the definition
of the liberal professions

On the basis of existing definitions of the liberal 
professions, various common elements can be 
identified which should be used for a European 
definition.

The liberal professions can be characterised as 
follows: 

• they provide intellectual services based on a 
specific professional qualification or skill, 

• these services are provided personally and 
are based on a relationship of trust,

• the activity is carried out autonomously and 
on a professionally independently basis,

• the liberal professions are characterised by a 
professional ethos, they have an obligation to 
the contracting authority and are required to 
act in the public interest, 

• and they are subject to a system of 
professional organisation and oversight. 



Bulgaria joined the EU on 1 January 2007. Eleven years later, on 1 Jan-
uary 2018, the country is taking over the rotating Presidency of the 
Council of the EU for the first time. Bulgaria’s EU membership was a 
national cause; now its Presidency coincides with a difficult moment 
for Europe. This task will be an important test for its national political, 
administrative and diplomatic capacity. Bulgarians are fully aware of 
their obligations and responsibilities in holding the Presidency of the 
Council of the EU. They have no illusions. Bul-garia is taking a very re-
sponsible approach to its first Presidency, keeping in mind that it co-
incides with a time when decisions of critical importance for the future 
of a united Europe have to be made. Bulgaria will seek a balance and 
will encourage broad consensus on priority issues for the EU. The aim 
of the Bulgarian Presidency is to develop 
an action plan with each country that sets 
out tangible steps but does not create 
unrealistic expectations. That is why Bul-
garia is taking a realistic and pragmatic 
approach to its Presidency. Bulgarians 
are aware that their country is mainly fa-
mous among other EU citizens as one of 
the newly admitted Member States with 
the worst economic and social indicators. 

But now the Presidency of the Council of 
the EU will reveal some new and less-
er-known facts about our country and 
will focus European political and civic 
attention on Bulgaria’s unique cultural 
heritage. As the oldest state on the old 
continent, and one that has kept its pres-
ent-day name and place on the Balkan 
Peninsula for over 1 300 years, it is quite 
miraculous that Bulgaria has successfully managed to survive and pre-
serve its unique cultural heritage. Following Bulgaria’s accession to the 
European Union in 2007, the Bulgarian alphabet became the third 
European alphabet, along with the Latin and Greek alphabets. The 
country has never sought fame, but this lack of popularity nowadays 
seems like an advantage. Bulgaria knows what it takes to preserve na-
tional identity and spirit and is trying to develop a strong sense of na-
tional pride. It’s like going to a flea market and finding a tiny jewel 
in the farthest corner – that’s Bulgaria. It knows its worth, yet still 
feels slightly shy. And it’s easy to fall in love with it.

The first Bulgarian Presidency has three main messages: consensus, 
competitiveness, cohesion. Consensus on all important topics such 
as security and migration, consensus for the Western Balkans, pro-
viding a clear European perspective for the this region, and Black Sea 
cooperation. Competitiveness regarding the economic and monetary 
union, and strengthening the social dimension. And cohesion with re-
gard to the Union’s policy after 2020. The competitiveness of Europe’s 
economies is key to European citizens’ futures. The digital market and 
innovation are at the core of technological development and are a fun-
damental element of the programme of the Estonia – Bulgaria – Austria 
Presidency trio.

The future of Europe is inseparably linked 
to cohesion policy. It provides added val-
ue for EU citizens and is a proven example 
of an instrument that effectively reduces 
the differences between us, guaranteeing 
the success of the European model. The 
focus will be the integration of vulnerable 
groups and vulnerable regions and thus 
achieving social goals and reducing eco-
nomic disparities.

The Bulgarian motto for its 2018 Presiden-
cy of the Council of the EU is: United We 
Stand Strong. This is also the slogan of 
the National Assembly of the Republic of 
Bulgaria.

Bulgarians are convinced that their 
Presidency of the Council of the EU will 
be a success story, because Bulgaria 

will work to increase competitiveness and stability through cohe-
sion, and to create conditions for unity and solidarity. Our ambi-
tion is to succeed in fulfilling the priorities laid out in the Commis-
sion’s Agenda for a more united, strong, and democratic union. 
We are making a clear commitment to be neutral, balanced and 
firm where necessary in the name of unity and solidarity.

Bulgarian Presidency
of the EU Council
by the Bulgarian members of Group III 

Dilyana SLAVOVA (BG) 
National Association “Mountain Milk” 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group 
President of REX section

Challenges and opportunities
a realistic and pragmatic approach
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After 10 years of European Union membership, in January 2018 Bulgar-
ia will start its first Presidency of the Council of the European Union. The 
Economic and Social Council of Bulgaria believes that this will be suc-
cessful and give the European Union good prospects for our common 
European future as defined with the active involvement of civil society.
 
The ESC’s activities between 2015 
and 2017 focused on the expected 
priorities of the Bulgarian presiden-
cy. The ESC operates along the same 
lines as the EESC and unanimously 
adopted a number of opinions on 
key EU priorities and policies. In this 
way, organised civil society voiced 
its position on important topics for 
Europe and Bulgaria, such as migra-
tion of young people, early school 
leaving, long-term unemployment, 
the social economy, the European 
Semester, climate policy and Eu-
ropean Energy Union. The ESC has 
also adopted opinions on the White Paper for the Future of Europe, the 
European Recommendations on the Integration of the Long-term Un-
employed, the Annual Growth Survey, the National Reform Programme 
and the Convergence Programme of Bulgaria1.

The ESC has prioritised youth education and employment, in line with 
the social policy priorities of the Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of 
the European Union. We should point out here that basic ESC recom-
mendations are taken into account by the Bulgarian government and 
parliament in the process of designing policies and strategies for young 
people.

The ESC will participate in a number of events and discussions during 
the Bulgarian presidency and will present its main positions, as adopt-
ed in the ESC’s opinions, on issues such as the future of work, the Euro-
pean Pillar of Social Rights, the social economy and young people.

We would like to flag up the fruitful cooperation which has existed be-
tween the Bulgarian ESC and the EESC ever since the ESC was set up in 
2003.  Throughout this 14 year period, Bulgaria has hosted a number of 
joint events of common European importance. In 2018, Sofia will host 
European Consumer Day, organised jointly by the ESC of Bulgaria and 
the EESC. The Consumer Day Conference will be devoted to the digi-
tal economy and its impact on consumers.  The digital economy is also 
a priority of the Bulgarian presidency, following on from the Estonian 
presidency.

Bulgarian organised civil society is calling for a more powerful, stable 
and fair Europe, founded on the basic principles of the European social 
model. The ESC also calls for more solidarity in Europe, delivering on 
unity in diversity and following the motto of the Bulgarian presidency: 
United we stand strong. The same applies to the building of the Bulgar-
ian National Assembly.

1 www.esc.bg

Bulgarian Presidency of the EU Council   by Group III Bulgarian members 

Lalko DULEVSKI (BG) 
President of Economic and Social Council of Bulgaria 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group 

The Bulgarian Organised
Civil Society’s Voice:
United We Stand Strong

Europe III
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Priorities?
As a Member State facing the most serious challenges in the social are-
na, during its presidency Bulgaria will focus on developing effective 
tools to strengthen the EU’s social dimension and improve people’s lives 
in the short and medium term. The Bulgarian presidency’s chief social 
priorities include the future of work and the integration of people with 
disabilities. The debate on the future of work will take place in the con-
text of negative demographic trends and the impact of technology on 
the labour market. Socially sustainable growth policies are particularly 
important with digitalisation gaining pace. The speed at which digitali-
sation and automation are being rolled out brings social risks which the 
EU has to deal with in order to adapt the labour market to the digital 
era. Digitalisation has brought new forms of employment, replacing 
previous jobs and professions. In view of this growth of atypical work, 
the avoidance of poverty must be given a high priority. Fighting poverty 
and social exclusion, our focus is on the most vulnerable social groups, 
and one of the priorities of the Bulgarian presidency is the policy for 
the integration of people with disabilities. Based on Article 27 of the 
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, people with 
disabilities have the right to work on an equal footing with others, and 
this right must be safeguarded. This includes the right to earn a living 
through freely chosen work or to be accepted in a labour market and 
work environment that is open, inclusive and accessible to people with 
disabilities. Favourable economic trends, including new opportunities 
in the digital world, should be used to improve access to employment 
for people with disabilities as well as to improve their access to educa-
tion and training and enable them to acquire the skills they need for 
the labour market.

A clear European Perspective 
for the Western Balkans
One of the main priorities of the Bulgarian presidency is the European 
perspective for and connectivity of the Western Balkan countries. The 
EU perspective should be understood as establishing a clear plan with 
practical steps without building unrealistic expectations in those coun-
tries. Ensuring transport, energy, educational and digital connectivity is 
a major part of this plan. Shortcomings in all these aspects of connec-
tivity are a significant impediment to integration policies.

Here is one example. At present, there is an information wall separating 
us from these countries. High roaming prices (EUR 3.50 per minute for 
a call from Serbia to Bulgaria or EUR 8 per MB of data when roaming in 
Montenegro) are an obstacle to relations and reduce cross-border con-
tact and tourism in the region. Bulgaria has recently signed memoran-
da with Serbia and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia to lower 
wholesale roaming tariffs which will soon bring down consumer prices. 
The next step may be to negotiate similar agreements between the EU 
and the Western Balkan countries. Could anyone oppose that?  

Bulgarian Presidency of the EU Council   by Group III Bulgarian members 

Diana INDJOVA (BG) 
Global Disability Movement  
Member of the Various Interests’ Group 

Bogomil NIKOLOV (BG) 
Bulgarian National Association Active Consumers 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group 
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HIGHLIGHTS OF THE DECEMBER PLENARY SESSION
Group III members co-ordinating the work on new opinions

The full listing of membership of the above study groups for the new work may be consulted here:
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/news/work-progress-and-new-work-december-2017

Europe III

Mindaugas MACIULEVIČIUS (LT) is the Rapporteur of the study 
group for the opinion on: “Mid-term review of the Copernicus pro-
gramme” – INT/837

Jorge PEGADO LIZ (PT) is the Rapporteur of the study group for 
the opinion on: “Contracts for the sale of goods” – INT/839

Krzysztof BALON (PL) is the President of the study group for the 
opinion on: “Package on European company law” – INT/841

Jane MORRICE (UK) is the President of the study group for the 
opinion on: “EU Action Plan 2017-2019 - Tackling the gender pay 
gap” – SOC/ 571

John BRYAN (IE) is the Co-Rapporteur of the study group for the 
opinion on: “The future of food and farming” – NAT/ 727

Séamus BOLAND (IE) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the 
opinion on: “Action plan for alternative fuels infrastructure” – TEN/ 
654

Baiba MILTOVIČA (LV) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the 
opinion on: “Common rules for the internal market in natural gas” – 
TEN/ 653

Toni VIDAN (HR) is the Rapporteur of the study group for the opin-
ion on: “Third report on the state of the Energy Union” – TEN/ 657

Tommaso DI FAZIO (IT) is the President of the study group for the 
opinion on: “Strengthening Europe’s energy networks” – TEN/ 656

Benedicte FEDERSPIEL (DK) is the President of the study group for 
the opinion on: “Multilateral investment court” – REX/501



Group III Members in the Spotlight playing a key role
Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EL) 
National Confederation of Disabled People (ESAEA)
Vice President of the Various Interests’ Group

6 December: 4th European Parliament of 
persons with disabilities 

EDF in cooperation with the European Parliament organized the 4th edi-
tion of a major event: the European Parliament of Persons with Disa-
bilities (EPPD). The EPPD is a landmark event which represents a unique 
opportunity for European citizens with disabilities, both leaders and 
grass-root activists, to have a dialogue with their elected representa-
tives and speak up for their rights. It is a unique event which shows Parlia-
ment’s support to persons with disabilities and the importance of the 
dialogue between European citizens with disabilities and their MEPs. The 
discussions focused on the right of persons with disabilities to vote and 
participate in political and public life, the European Disability Strategy 
2020-2030 and the implementation of the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD) by the European 
Union (EU).

The event took place on Wednes-
day 6 December (whole day) in 
the European Parliament in Brus-
sels (plenary chamber). It brought 
together hundreds of delegates 
of representative organisations 
of persons with disabilities from 
all over Europe, Members of the 
European Parliament (MEPs) and 
high level representatives of oth-
er EU institutions, & more than 
600 delegates with disabilities 
from across Europe confirmed their 
participation in the event.

The President of the European 
Parliament, Antonio Tajani, and 
EDF President Yannis Varda-
kastanis opened the event.

Speakers included, among others:
• Emily O’Reilly, European Ombudsman
• Georgios Dassis, President of the European Economic and Social 

Committee (EESC)
• Dimitrios Papadimoulis, Vice President of the European Parliament
• Marianne Thyssen, European Commissioner for Employment, Social 

Affairs, Skills and Labour Mobility
• Christos Stylianides, European Commissioner for Humanitarian Aid 

and Crisis Management
• Jana Hainsworth, President of Social Platform

During the event, delegates with dis-
abilities adopted a) a resolution on 
the European Disability Strategy, b) 
a manifesto on accessible European 
elections 2019 and c) a resolution on 
a strong European Accessibility Act.

This year, the 4th EPPD coincided 
with the 20th anniversary of EDF, 
and the European Day of Persons 
with Disabilities. EDF was created 
in 1997 to give persons with disabil-
ities one common voice at European 
level and to ensure that decisions 
concerning persons with disabilities 
are taken with persons with disabili-
ties, through their active involvement in policy and decision-making: This 
is the basis of our motto ‘Nothing about us without us’.

A photo exhibition with photos from important moments of EDF’s 20-year 
history also took place outside of the hemicycle.

The previous editions of EPPD took place in 1993, 2003 and 2012. After the 
3rd EPPD, political Group Leaders agreed to hold it once per legislature.

More information: 
http://www.edf-feph.org/6-december-4th-european-parliament-
persons-disabilities

Christiane BASSET (FR)
National Union of Family Associations 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

Social Europe

On 8th December, Marie-Françoise 
Gondard-Argenti of Group I and 
Group III member Christiane Bas-
set attended a conference-debate 
on “Social Europe”, an initiative organised by the Pyrenees and Roussillon 
House of Europe and the Council of the Pyrénées Orientales Department.

Following a presentation of the EESC, of the White Paper on the Future of 
Europe with the pillar of social rights and its ambitious programme, Mrs 
Basset and Mrs Gondard-Argenti outlined the principles of a Social Europe, 
adopted three weeks ago in Gothenburg, which are absolutely essential as 
they give meaning to the steps taken. Civil society as a whole, associations, 
and so on can take these principles as their own to uphold social rights or 
secure new ones. 

They also show that we are moving in the right direction, and can be used 
as a scoreboard. If the aim is to reconcile the public with the European ven-
ture, then practical measures must be taken so that everyone can see that 
what Europe says can improve their lives.

During the debate, Mrs Basset also spoke about the EESC’s efforts regard-
ing the life/work balance, as well as about posted workers and equality be-
tween women and men.

Antonio TAJANI (EP),
Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EESC)



Group III Members in the Spotlight playing a key role
Simo TIAINEN (FI)
Central Union of Agricultural Producers and Forest Owners 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

Meeting of the EESC Finnish members 
with the EC and EP rep in Helsinki

The delegation of Finnish EESC 
Members (Jukka Ahtela, group I, 
Tellervo Kylä-Harakka-Ruonala, 
group I, Markus Penttinen, group 
II, Pirkko Raunemaa, group III, Simo 
Tiainen, group III) had a meeting 
with EC and EP Representation in 
Helsinki on 15.12. in the frame of 
EESC Going Local

They met the Debuty Head of the European Commission Representation 
in Finland Ms Maria Blässar and the Head of the European Parliament Rep-
resentation in Finland Mr Jarmo Oikarinen

Summary of the meeting ;
- The future of Europe (Junckers’ speech & Future of EU roadmap) has 

been the main priority of the current year both in the EC and EP reps 
and the this work will continue also on 2018. Related to this topic EESC 
members have had good cooperation with EC and EP and this cooper-
ation will continue on 2018. 

- The EP and the Commission will arrange seminars on these topics. In 
addition, there will be one event on EU-Africa relations and on envi-
ronmental questions in traffic. Also the visits of the MEPs and the Com-
missionaires will generate events on the above mentioned items. The 
EP and the Commission have previously invited the EESC members to 
these kind of events (also as commentators etc) and are ready to do so 
also in the future. 

- The EP elections in spring 2019 will be among working priorities in 
2018 work. Both EC and EP will organise information campagnes about 
the elections and one key target group will be young people who can 
vote the first time. In Finland the voting activity among young people is 
very low compared to many other countries. This is one reason why the 
offices of the EP and the Commission in Helsinki try to activate especial-
ly young people in the EU affairs. Schools, educational institutions and, 
in particular, teachers are partners in these efforts. The Commission has 
two ongoing media campaigns : EU empowers and EU protects. 

- Finland will have its council chairmanship in the second half of 2019. 
The year 2019 will be the « super year » from the Finnish EU point of 
view due to the Finnish EU Presidency, national parliamentary elec-
tions, elections of the European Parliament, change of the Commission 
including new Commission working programme. 

Krzysztof PATER (PL)  
Polish Scouting and Guiding Association
Member of the Various Interests’ Group 

The National Congress of the Polish 
Scouting and Guiding Association  

From 7th to 10th December 2017 the 40th National Congress of the Polish 
Scouting and Guiding Association (Związek Harcerstwa  Polskiego - ZHP) 
debated in Warsaw. Mr Krzysztof PATER, the EESC Group III Member, was 
elected as a chairperson of this Congress. 

One of the main Congress resolutions 
referred to the 100th anniversary 
as the organization, which will be 
celebrated in 2018. in 1918 the scout 
organizations operating since 1910 
in the three partitions of Poland 
merged and established ZHP. The 
another resolution referred to another 
anniversary, which  will also be celebrated in 2018 – as in 1958 fully 
innovative program started,  which is called “Unblazed Trial” and  aimed at 
addressing ZHP offer to the children with disabilities. The Congress has also 
adopted ZHP’s Strategy for 2018-2025.

The Mission of ZHP is to support young people in their full development 
and character formation through giving them challenges to overcome. 
ZHP is not just an organization, it is a social movement that builds positive 
attitudes and strong character. It supports the education of children 
and youth in line with scouting values, such as patriotism, brotherhood, 
friendship, service, faith, work, justice, freedom and peace. It is the largest 
social and educational organization for children and youth in Poland.

During the 40th ZHP Congress Mr Krzysztof PATER was elected as the 
President of the National Scout and Guide Court.

Dilyana SLAVOVA (BG) 
National Association “Mountain Milk” 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group 
President of REX section
Africa-EU Economic and Social 
Stakeholders’ Network
16 and 17 November 2017, Abidjan – Côte d’Ivoire

FINAL DECLARATION
In preparation for the 5th Summit of Heads of State and Government of Afri-
ca and the European Union, representatives of European Union and African 
economic and social stakeholders came together in Abidjan on 16 and 17 
November 2017 at a meeting organised jointly by the Economic, Social, 
Environmental and Cultural Council (CESEC) of Côte d’Ivoire and the EESC. 
The participants aligned their stances on the partnership between Africa 
and Europe with a view to submitting a contribution to the forthcoming 
summit of heads of state and government on 29 and 30 November. Rec-
ommendations were made on topics of shared interest, namely: the con-
tribution of economic and social stakeholders to future EU-Africa relations; 
the importance of agriculture and the agri-food sector to transform Africa; 
education and boosting young people’s skills; and strategies to support the 
development of green economies.

More broadly, the participants emphasised the importance of achieving 
the Sustainable Development Goals and the African Union’s Maputo and 
Malabo Declarations with a view to fostering prosperity while protect-
ing the planet. To this end, they advocate strategies that boost econom-
ic growth and address a range of 
social needs, including education, 
training, health and job opportuni-
ties, particularly for young people, 
while at the same time continuing 
to tackle climate change and pro-
tect the environment.

Europe III



Alain Coheur, Director of European and International Affairs at the Belgian socialist mutual insurance company 
Solidaris, drew up an opinion for the European Economic and Social Committee on the impact of the digital 
revolution on health systems, which was approved in September

INTERVIEW WITH A MEMBER

How do you view the major changes brought about by digitalisation 
in the health sector?

ALAIN COHEUR — Generally speaking, I would say right from the outset 
that, just like in every other aspect of our lives, digitalisation is irreversible. 
There is no going back, and it will actually speed up. Society, and our 
bodies, will become increasingly connected. For example, we have been 
talking about telemedicine for fifteen years, but now the technologies that 
the industry is able to develop are becoming more widespread.

All hospitals are able to access them. Remote consultations could help 
regions overcome their isolation...

There is also much talk about electronic health 
records. To take one example, these should make it 
possible to reduce medical errors that arise due to 
poorly legible documents, as it can sometimes be 
difficult to make out what a doctor has written on a 
prescription. They should also make administration 
easier, speed up reimbursements, and improve how 
chronic diseases are monitored. There are a great 
deal of developments that are not only possible, 
but also desirable.

So there are benefits, but also risks...

ALAIN COHEUR — The main danger is giving 
individuals too much responsibility. We are 
increasingly going to expect people to be in charge of their own health. 
And we are not all equal, for reasons linked to our finances, our cognitive 
abilities and our access to information. Many health programmes will not be 
affordable for everyone – all the more so as it will take some time to decide 
what is and is not reimbursed. And then there are the current inequalities 
in terms of access to digital technology, which are far from being resolved. 
There are also risks that we cannot tackle individually.

The food industry’s products can risk harming our cardiovascular health or 
causing obesity, cancer etc. So I cannot be personally responsible for the 
fact that the food that I eat has been treated with glyphosate.

A whole range of actors have a direct effect on people’s health through 
their environment. Making individuals bear the burden of responsibility for 
their health exonerates all these other actors from their responsibility. This 
is one of the major risks. The other main danger is that predictive medicine 
– which we are heading towards – might have further ramifications. A 
DNA reading from a simple blood test can show if we carry cancer genes 
long before the illness itself appears. And private insurance providers will 
be tempted to draw up highly individualised risk profiles – and possibly 
highly individualised premiums as well. Previously, collective models have 
been based on the fact that we cannot predict risks to our health. But once 
everything is broken down individually, the system of mutual insurance 
companies, which is prevalent throughout Europe, is in danger.

Big data is also taking us towards a situation where if I post on 
Facebook that I really love pizza, my insurance company might buy 
that information, monitor my cholesterol and resell this data to my 
bank, which will raise my mortgage rate…

ALAIN COHEUR — That would be an undesirable ramification. If we 
want to avoid getting to that point, we have to put in place the right legal 
measures at European level. In particular, our health data has to remain 
our own property and must only be used with our consent, and in the 
interests of our health. And I mean informed consent, not ticking a box at 
the bottom of a document. This data is very sensitive. Doctors and all actors 

must be trained and made aware of how to protect 
this information. But there are real risks, not least 
due to the glaring lack of awareness of what can 
be done with this data, that the fundamental right 
to own one’s own data is not guaranteed, and that 
this is at the heart of the business model of major 
US and Chinese platforms. The conditions to prevent 
these kinds of ramifications have not yet been met. 
The good news is that it is not too late. But it is high 
time to act.

What role can mutual insurance companies play 
in this context?

ALAIN COHEUR – Mutual insurance companies 
are trusted third parties. We have to strengthen our 

relationship with our members and monitor these changes, together with 
other SSE companies, so as to put forward mechanisms for prevention that 
are both appealing and that comply with a code of conduct. For example, 
Solidaris has partnered with MGEN (another mutual insurance company) 
and its Vivoptim programme, an integrated programme to prevent 
cardiovascular incidents which is integrated into supplementary health 
cover. For us, it is essential to keep people at the heart of the health system. 
The risk is considering people simply as connected bodies, in a world where 
private insurance providers would encourage people to drape themselves 
with sensors, starting with connected wristbands. Moreover, when artificial 
intelligence gains the ability to carry out biological analyses and provide 
much better radiological diagnoses than doctors can, the challenge will 
be to enable these professionals to focus on the human aspects of their 
work. Our role is also to continue fighting against inequality and to bridge 
new digital divides. And to make all this accessible, both financially and by 
helping people to understand the health system that is to come. 

Published in l’Humanité, 5 December 2017

Group III Members in the Spotlight playing a key role Alain Coheur (BE)
Union Nationale des Mutualités 
Socialistes/Solidaris 
Member of the Various
Interests’ Group 

The role of mutual insurance
companies is to keep people
at the heart of the health system
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At its plenary session on 6-7 December 2017 the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) adopted the 
following opinions for which Group III members were Rapporteurs or Co-Rapporteurs.

Lutz RIBBE (DE)
EURONATUR
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

NAT/717 - An Action Plan for nature, 
people and the economy

The EESC generally welcomes the findings of the Fitness Check of the Na-
ture Directives, which indicate that the directives are fulfilling their pur-
pose as pillars of a wider biodiversity policy, but that their implementation 
must be substantially improved.

Even if each of the 15 proposed measures of the new action plan is 
well-founded, the plan is confusing. There is little clarity about how it re-
lates to the existing biodiversity strategy, especially since a lot of the con-
tent overlaps and there are only very few new features. The EESC feels it 
would have made more sense to evaluate, and where necessary enhance, 
the existing biodiversity strategy.

The critical issue for an effective biodiversity policy must be that meas-
ures to promote biodiversity today largely represent a cost factor rather 
than a source of revenue for land owners and users. Measures must make 
economic sense for those who are to put them into effect. None of the 
programmes introduced by the EU and the Member States to date have 
been able to resolve this fundamental dilemma; nor unfortunately does 
the action plan, in which “win-win” positions are often invoked, offer any 
useful approaches.

Christian MOOS (DE)
German Civil Servants’ Association 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

SOC/565 - Cooperation with civil 
society to prevent the radicalisation of 
young people

The EESC is in favour of adopting a multi-agency approach to preventing 
radicalisation, in which civil society organisations play a major role. The EU 
and its Member States should demonstrate strong interest in preventing 
radicalisation and cooperate more closely with civil society organisations 
in the EU and in third countries. They also need to give more sustainable, 
long-term financial support for civil society organisations, and for EU-wide 
coordination, networking and policy implementation. 

Member States should make full use of the EU’s instruments and pro-
grammes for preventing radicalisation. The EU Radicalisation Awareness 
Network (RAN) made available by the Commission needs to be geared 
more to local civil society structures and be better staffed and resourced. 
Civil society and social partner structures need to be more involved with 
the RAN and Member States should be more proactive encouraging RAN-
like structures at regional or local level. 

Trade unions have an important role to play, as they represent workers in 
all relevant public sectors. Front-line staff in particular must be educated 
in the prevention of radicalisation.There is a need for investment in youth 
organisations providing alternative identification structures, as well as a 
safe space for dialogue including active listening and personal expression. 

Europe III

Overview of our Members’ Work in the EESC 

The complete texts of all EESC opinions are available in various language versions on the Committee’s website:
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.opinions-search
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Cillian LOHAN (IE) 
Green Economy Foundation 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

NAT/716 - Access to justice at national 
level related to measures implement-
ing EU environmental law

The Interpretative Communication will bring further benefits of increased 
certainty and clarity to decision makers within national courts and admin-
istrative structures, and to businesses and citizens if its dissemination is 
effectively rolled out. Consistency in Access to Justice across the EU is an 
essential factor underpinning the single market and the consistent imple-
mentation of EU law rights in the Union, and provides necessary clarity 
and certainty for markets and investors.

The EESC calls for overarching and binding EU legislation necessary to 
achieve consistency and completeness in implementing Access to Justice 
throughout the Union, to complement this welcome step on Access to Jus-
tice by this Communication. 

For the Communication to have real effect, it needs to be complemented 
by training and education at Member State level across the intended au-
diences, and in particular for the judiciary, administrative review bodies, 
and citizens. 

The Commission needs to prioritise sufficient resources and funding to ef-
fectively support such plans, as do the Member States.

Mihai IVAŞCU (RO)
Chamber of commerce and industry of Romania  
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

CCMI/155 - Launching the European 
Defence Fund

The EESC strongly recommends that the Member States and the European 
Commission use the EDF to keep key industrial capabilities on European 
soil and to ensure that European money is spent on European R&D and on 
buying European weapons systems. 

The EESC supports the competitiveness-driven approach of the EDF, 
which will both ensure access for all Member States and finance projects 
that will produce added value and cutting-edge technologies.

The EESC appreciates the special attention that the current proposal 
gives to SMEs, no matter what country they come from. The EESC would 
also welcome SME involvement mechanisms, such as a bonus system, 
that would enhance SMEs’ cross-border cooperation.

The EESC is of the firm belief that it is necessary to build up strong key 
capabilities that support European interests.

Roman HAKEN (CZ)
Ředitel Centra pro komunitní práci (CpKP) 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

NAT/724 - Advantages of the 
Community-led Local Development 
approach

The EESC is convinced that CLLD could have many advantages as a suc-
cessful European local development tool.

The EESC recommends:
- establishing a clear vision for an obligatory CLLD multi-funds imple-

mentation in the European Union, assuring a CLLD approach is used 
for all types of territories: rural (incl. remote, mountain and island 
areas), urban and coastal;

- urging the European Commission to explore and analyse in depth 
opportunities to create a reserve fund for CLLD at EU level. Irrespec-
tive of this, the European Commission will have to ensure that all 
Member States have a national CLLD Fund with contributions from 
all four ESI Funds (EAFRD, ERDF, ESF and EMFF);

- defining a harmonised framework of all ESI Funds and setting up 
simple rules for CLLD Fund implementation at EU level.
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NEWS from Group III Secretariat
As of the 3rd of January, our Group III communication officer Chloé Lahousse is on maternity leave. She is 
currently replaced by Isabelle Henin, who will take over all communication tasks until Chloe’s return in a 
couple of months.  Please find below a small profile to give you a better idea of Isabelle and her career so far.

Isabelle, 27 years old, is Belgian and grew up in a village near Namur. After high school, she decided to move to Brussels 
for a translation training programme given in French, English and German. From October 2010 to February 2011, she 
studied at the Institute of Translation and Multilingual Communication in Cologne. Afterwards, she did a bachelor’s 
degree in communication and media studies with a minor in English literature and linguistics at the Université Libre 
de Bruxelles. In 2016, she graduated with a master’s degree in political science (international relations – security, peace 
and conflict studies). During her final academic year, she got involved with the ULB Oxfam volunteers and she worked 
with the ULB Communication/Press Service team. Right after her studies, she was elected secretary-general of Belgian 
Youth Diplomacy, an organisation that brings together volunteer students and job-seekers interested in diplomacy and 
international and European affairs. She then gained work experience thanks to a first traineeship within the EESC Con-
ferences, Internal Services and Protocol Unit from February until mid-July 2017. One month later, she started another 
internship at the European People’s Party, where she mainly worked for Joseph Daul at the EPP president’s office until 
the end of 2017. Her mother tongue is French and she speaks fluent English and German. She has a good command of 
Dutch and some Russian and Portuguese abilities. Besides her passion for learning languages and discovering different 
cultures, she has a keen interest in activities such as tennis, climbing, travelling, reading and writing.

NEWS from Group III

CNVOS Centre for information service, cooperation and development of NGOs (Slovenia):
http://www.cnvos.si/article?path=/english/about_cnvos/director_and_deputy_director

ENNA European Network of National Civil Society Associations: https://ennaeurope.eu/
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Europe III

Group III (Various Interests) will be holding an extraordinary meeting on the afternoon of 
15 February 2018 for the presentation of a study on The future evolution of civil society in 
the European Union. 

The study, promoted in cooperation with the Liaison Group with European organisations and networks, 
was commissioned by the EESC from CNVOS (Centre for information service, cooperation and develop-
ment of NGOs (Slovenia) and the ENNA (European Network of National Civil Society Associations). Now 
being finalised, it  presents the current state of play as ascertained through desk research, a survey and 
personal interviews and sets out five scenarios around major factors for change, together with possible 
recommendations and general conclusions. 

Speakers are expected to include representatives from the European institutions – including CoR vice-
president Ramón Luis Valcárcel Siso and Ann Mettler, head of the European Commission’s European 
Political Strategy Centre – and from the academic world – Prof. Mary Kaldor, director of the Civil Society 
and Human Security Research Unit at the London School of Economics, and Kristel Van der Elst, author 
of the World Economic Forum study “The Future Role of Civil Society”.
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