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Climate change is not a problem of the future, it is
here right now, it affects all regions of the world,
especially the most disadvantaged areas, and some
of its effects are irreversible. This was clearly
explained in the conclusions of the latest UN
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
report, published in August.

It is time to act, and Europe must play a leading role
and drive forward global climate policies once and
for all. The forthcoming Climate Change Conference
(COP 26), to be held in Glasgow (Scotland) from
31 October to 12 November, is crucial for the future
of the planet and the climate crisis. It must not
become another missed opportunity.

The scientific community has long been sounding the alarm with
regard to our planet. We see species disappearing, ecosystems
degrading, natural disasters, scarcity of raw materials, shortages of
drinking water, rising temperatures, and so on and so forth. This is
a worrying situation, which requires immediate action. It is a
responsibility which calls for awareness-raising and commitment
from civil society along with action driven by governments and
other policymakers.
In this regard, the EU Strategy on Adaptation to Climate Change,
adopted by the Commission on 24 February 2021, is a crucial step
towards achieving the European Green Deal objective of climate
neutrality and resilience by 2050. The EESC supports this key
milestone and its four objectives: making Europe's adaptation
smarter, swifter and more systemic and stepping up international
action on climate change.
However, it is necessary to go beyond general statements and
establish specific examples, with a roadmap to help Member States
develop their own national plans and strategies. The European
Climate Law will be instrumental in achieving binding climate
policies. All this also requires sufficient financial resources –
additional funding – to be implemented.
Businesses are aware that they play a key role, so we are working
on becoming more sustainable, integrating the environmental
dimension into business strategies. We are taking steps, investing
resources and encouraging voluntary commitments, but to make
progress we need time. It is also important to have the EU's
support in this adaptation process and in our efforts to deliver
solutions, providing the necessary conditions for innovation,
investment and trade that enhance sustainable development.
Climate adaptation and its costs should be a key part of the EU's
industrial strategy.
Investing in nature-based solutions
The greater frequency and intensity of extreme weather events –
heat waves, cold episodes, floods, fires, tropical storms, rising sea
levels – shows that we are already paying a high price for our
failure to act. According to the United Nations Human Cost of
Disasters report, between 2000 and 2019 there were 7 348 major
disasters that claimed 1.23 million lives, affecting 4 200 million
people and resulting in approximately USD 2.97 trillion of global
economic losses. This shows how urgent it is to invest resources
and look for nature-based solutions.
The EU has set itself ambitious targets, with various sources of
funding available, through the Green Deal budget and the
Recovery Plan, with the Next Generation funds. The EESC calls for
greater clarity and transparency, as well as simplified procedures
for access to funding.
European businesses are also making great strides, without which
it would be impossible to curb climate change, reduce emissions or
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transform the production model. This requires an unprecedented
effort in innovation and technology, which can and must be made
without undermining European competitiveness vis-à-vis third
parties. In other words, sustainable EU requirements, standards
and practices must not put us at a disadvantage compared to
countries that do not have these requirements. On this path, it is
essential that the business sectors, with the support and
collaboration of the administrations and, in particular, the
European Commission, seek reciprocity and demand tougher
climate targets from other countries.
COP 26 must be the opportunity to drive forward the fight against
climate change once and for all, and the EU must play a leading
role in achieving commitments that will make significant progress
possible.
Recently, the major world economies have been aligning
themselves with environment objectives. The United States gave a
new direction to its environmental policies with the climate
change summit organised by President Joe Biden in April 2021.
However, as at the previous COP, there will also be points of
conflict. China will once again be the focus of attention, as it is the
largest emitter of polluting gases in the world, responsible for 28%
of global emissions.
The EU needs to build on this global momentum to direct efforts to
promote climate change mitigation in line with the Paris
Agreement. This meeting must lead to more than a slogan –
commitments must be made and sufficient funds mobilised.
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The COVID pandemic has further aggravated the situation in the
Western Balkans, eroding democratic governance. Consequently,
the resulting marginalisation of social dialogue might be another
block in the road to EU membership for the Western Balkans.
COVID19 has categorically revealed the interaction and
interdependence between states, requiring all leaders and civil
societies to act in solidarity. The world is changing, often
unpredictably, and the need for cooperation is greater than ever.
One of the issues that has been of great concern to the EESC,
especially in recent years, is the prospect of the accession of the
Western Balkans to the EU. Since 2004, the External Relations
Section (REX) of the EESC has been monitoring the European
course of the countries in the region through collaborations and
events, the most important being the Civil Society Forum of the
Western Balkans which takes place every two years.
The 8th Forum recently held in Skopje (30 September-1 October
2021) paved the way for the EU Summit with the leaders of the
Western Balkans (6 October 2021, in Brdo/Slovenia). The central
issue was the accession process and the role of civil society. The
EESC has supported and continues to support the accession of the
Western Balkans to the EU, especially at this time when accession
negotiations have stalled.
The Western Balkans are of great geostrategic interest to the EU
and their accession will stabilise the region, ending "third-party"
political interventions that seek to increase their influence on the
European continent, making dialogue challenging.
However, the Western Balkan countries still have a long way to go
and must meet all the conditions for full integration such as
economic reforms, harmonisation with European values,
democratic principles and the rule of law.
During the forum, representatives of social organisations raised
concerns about the weakened role of civil society and its exclusion
from government policy-making. According to a report published
by the Balkan Civil Society Development Network (BCSDN), the
field of civil society in the Western Balkans is constantly shrinking.
The report's findings are alarming as they reveal a number of
violations of freedom of expression and the right to assembly and
association.
In addition, establishing a legal framework for the development of
a democratic and independent civil society has proven impossible.
The report reveals that political and economic conditions during
the pandemic exacerbated the situation, eroding democratic
governance, which has resulted in the marginalisation of social
dialogue.
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The Declaration adopted at the 8th Western Balkan Civil Society
Forum in Skopje and submitted to the EU-Western Balkans Summit
revolves around two vital axes for the European profile and
development of the region:
 The first axis is the credible European perspective of the
countries' accession to the EU, which is a geostrategic
investment in the security, stability and economic and social
development of the region and of Europe in general.
 The second axis focuses on the contribution of civil society to
the Green Agenda and the sustainable development of the
Western Balkans, while emphasising its important role and
participation in the planning and formulation of social and
economic policy.
There is an urgent need to improve the position of civil society in
the Western Balkan countries, so that, through proper funding, it
can act autonomously and independently for the well-being of
citizens, strengthening social dialogue, diversity, consensus-based
democracy and the rule of law.
We support the integration of the Western Balkan countries into
the Union, and we will continue to work closely with the European
Commission and the European Parliament for a coherent and
stronger Europe in the world.
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Talk about bad timing: one day before Covid19 was
declared a global pandemic in 2020, the EU Commission
had published its "New Industrial Strategy for Europe".
The document naturally made no mention of closed
borders, disrupted supply chains or anything related to
health concerns. Maybe a problem in itself – a strategy
without any considerations beyond the blindingly
obvious is probably not very fit for purpose.
So an update became necessary that took into account the
implications of a slump in economic growth (6.4%), massive
turnover losses by SMEs (60%) and an unprecedented fall in
intra-EU trade (24%) – a perfect storm, in other words, for Europe's
economies. They were already facing the need for a transition
towards much more sustainability, including production processes
and consumption patterns and vast investments in better
(IT) infrastructure and in new skills for workers young and old.
In addition, unfair competition from third countries and market
distortions were not tackled because of a lack of trade governance
at the global level. When it rains it pours: and so a health pandemic
mercilessly laid bare shortcomings and accelerated demands and
trends from digitalisation to online work to the need for more
diverse and resilient supply chains and production capacities.
The EU's ambition now should not only be to recover from the
knocks of the pandemic but to pursue a horizontal industrial policy
that again puts Europe in a global leadership position. Our draft
opinion on INT/935 Updating the new industrial strategy therefore
starts with the observation that a coherent industrial strategy
should be focused on two dimensions: recovery from the pandemic
and reconstruction and resilience.
It was noted as a positive feature that the EU still believes industry
and manufacturing to be of high importance for the prosperity of
its citizens. Shortages in strategic value chains, however, as well as
shortages of skilled workers, are undermining European industries'
ability to recover rapidly from the pandemic.
It is crucial that Member States and the EU tackle strategic
dependencies, including through reindustrialisation, the circular
economy, trade policy and skills-related measures. They need to do
this by involving workers and companies – i.e. the social partners –
in creating a shared understanding and a pathway towards the
common goal: a far more sustainable and digital economy and
society. Skill will be crucial in enabling not only the transition itself
but people across Europe to drive and benefit from it and allow
people to earn their living wherever they are in the EU.
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The European Commission has outlined in its industrial strategy
Key Performance Indicators, industrial ecosystems, Scoreboards
and Dashboards that it aims to put together, monitor and map to
provide useful data for evidence-based decision making. These
overviews, such as the Annual Single Market Report or the
monitoring of critical raw materials, are important elements in
assessing the EU's industrial strengths and weaknesses.
Nonetheless, all the data in the world will not replace decisive
political action or, on their own, re-assert Europe's global role.
Policies must not only be developed but also implemented. SMEs,
who are the backbone of our economy, drivers of innovation and
represent the bulk of employers, have to be given a favourable
framework for growth, which includes a real and functioning single
market.
Some of the European Commission's instruments, such as IPCEIs
(Important Project of Common European Interest) or industrial
alliances, are very good focal points for joint industrial action and
can provide the necessary framework conditions for economic
actors across Europe. To maximise the impact, Europe needs to
remain open for investment and trade but simultaneously address
unfair competition and market distortions. A seemingly small but
nevertheless key element of industrial global leadership are
European standards: developed by European companies, they offer
a crucial gateway for European leadership in manufacturing and
should therefore receive greater support and attention.
The update of the Industrial Strategy includes good analyses and
assessments as well as good plans and policies. But a strategy
without execution is useless. The EESC's main message therefore
remains: sail the course, don't just chart it!
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The high value of the European functioning health system was
clearly demonstrated by the COVID pandemic.
While we had the privilege to have lived through this pandemic in
one of the world's best healthcare systems, the last 1,5 years have
also shown its flaws and the dangers any kind of shortcomings can
have for our society and economy. We have undoubtedly
understood that health is one of the fundamentals of individual
well-being and people's most precious asset.
Also in economic terms, the health sector cannot be overlooked. It
employed more than seven million people and it is an important
asset for the Single Market, with more than 800 000 direct jobs and
EUR 109.4 billion in trade surplus. The pharmaceutical industry
made the largest contribution in terms of R&D investments in 2019,
while the European medical equipment market is now worth
EUR 120 billion. However, we invest less in comparison to our
trading partners, e.g.: 19.2% of R&D investment in the EU goes to
health innovation compared to 26.4% in the US.
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complex production, where volumes are low.
To boost Europe's health sector and enhance its competitiveness,
investment in the whole industry is indispensable. From health and
care staff, to local community health and health systems,
developing mutually recognized expertise and assistance to crisisaffected countries, investment is essential to enhance the
sustainability of the health industry.

In the global medical device industry Europe is a major hub. The
medical device market in the EU accounts for one third of the
global market, with around 32 000 businesses and 730 000
employees. The European Commission's communication on the
health sector places this industry at the centre of European policies,
recognising its ability to drive major changes, interpret the new
needs and challenges of society and offer innovative and
competitive solutions.

For keeping Europe at the forefront of medical innovation,
initiatives such as the Innovative Medicines Initiative 2 (IMI2) have
to be stimulated. Besides EU funds, they have the potential to
encourage producers to invest in and pursue R&D&I activities.
Furthermore, innovative solutions and digital technologies,
including artificial intelligence, requires that researchers and
innovators have privileged access to a considerable amount of
health data.

However, the EESC calls for a more holistic approach than that
taken by the Commission, which focuses mainly on industry. The
impact of the health sector has to be seen also in the light of social
wellbeing, which must be ensured through easy access to
high-quality, safe and effective medicines for all EU citizens.
Inaccessibility and unavailability of medicines must be fought also
on EU level with a strong coordinated health system.

The tragedy caused by the recent pandemic has also taught us that
we must make preparedness and response measures more
effective by supporting and promoting meaningful and inclusive
dialogue with all affected stakeholders, while countering
misinformation and disinformation. In order to achieve this aim, it
is essential to promote trust and transparency in governance and
decision-making through timely and specific communication and
with regard to the cultural perspective.

Also the New Industrial Strategy for Europe stresses that "access to
medical and pharmaceutical products is crucial for Europe's safety
and autonomy in today's world" and highlights the importance of
access to safe, effective and high-quality medicines at an
affordable price.
Unfortunately, the EU is dependent on other countries for a range
of products in its health ecosystem, and innovation is accelerating
faster elsewhere, e.g. in Asia. In addition, the majority of certified
pharmaceutical products are held by Asian producers. Additional
data, duly collected by the Commission, indicate that some
medicines may no longer be produced in the EU due to pressure on
costs. However, European producers are still in a strong position in
the production of certain active ingredients, which are important in

Also if we hope for healthier times ahead, Europe has to build on a
resilient healthcare sector that is able to withstand whatever may
come. It is now the time to work together to overcome the flaws
that the pandemic showed in our health system and ensure our
preparedness, prevention, detection and response to any future
health threat.
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EU aviation is still far from making a decent recovery following its
worst crisis since World War II, but has to take on the fight for
significantly reduced carbon emissions. If EU rules that apply to
airlines are not drafted carefully, they will distort international
competitions and end up favoring non-EU market players.
The high environmental standards, passenger rights and social
standards that the EU imposes on airlines are something to be
proud of and that make EU airlines stand out on the global stage.
However, together with high airport fees and air traffic control
costs, they also place a financial burden on European airlines: a
burden that does not exist in other – competing – regions of the
world and that can cause major distortions in competitions.
We already see these distortions with non-EU carriers like those
from Turkey, the United Kingdom (post-Brexit) and the Gulf
Emirates that can swoop in and benefit. Another example is the
recent aviation agreement between Qatar and the EU is
unbalanced and represents a missed opportunity, offering few
benefits for EU airlines and their workforces. Concluded before
publication of the "Fit for 55" proposals, it contains no provisions
on sustainable aviation fuels, or on any other sustainable goals for
that matter.
Despite all challenges, it is now more than ever paramount that
we start decarbonising aviation effectively and efficiently. Airlines,
airports and other major players have committed themselves to
becoming carbon-neutral by 2050 in the "Destination 2050"
initiative. However, it needs to be seen as a multi-layered
challenge that has effects on many social and economic spheres.
For example, sustainability with the Green Deal is a historic goal,
but sustainable global tourism is too, and is by far the largest
economic base for innumerable jobs and incomes of people living
in Africa, Latin America and Asia. Similarly, the goals that "Fit for
55" aims to achieve are commendable, but the proposed
regulation to ensure a level playing field for sustainable air
transport has systemic policy shortcomings.
Sustainable Aviation Fuels (SAFs) are a huge pillar of
decarbonising aviation, but have a significant price difference to
conventional kerosene. That is why the ReFuelEU Aviation
regulation is so important, and why it is essential that the EU gets
it right.
ReFuelEU Aviation requires that every flight taking off from the EU
must uplift a percentage of sustainable aviation fuels. The
contradiction in this policy design is that it allows airlines with
hubs outside Europe to offer tickets at significantly lower prices,
since they do not have to fully comply with the proposed SAF
mandate, while it has significant consequences for the
competitiveness of those airlines that are required to uplift (i.e.
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refuel with) it. Simply said, this obligation can create severe
disadvantages for carriers that have their hubs in the EU and
European hub airports.
Airlines with hubs outside of Europe would have the unfair
advantage of only uplifting the more expensive SAF for short-haul
flights to their non-EU-based hubs at the gates of the EU – in, for
example, Istanbul, London, Dubai or Doha – only to refuel there
with pure fossil fuel and use this to fly all the way to places such as
Bangkok, New York and Tokyo. EU policies must be designed to
benefit European companies and their employees, not the statesubsidised flag carriers of the Middle East.
The obligation for carriers that have their hubs in the EU would
harm European cohesion and connectivity and cause gigantic
reductions in these carriers' investment power for buying modern
aircraft. Europe’s connectivity is one of its major strengths, and
reducing that will weaken the bloc on the global stage.
The EU aims to support the SAF market primarily by creating
artificial demand with an SAF mandate. Starting in 2025, airlines in
Europe are required to refuel with a blend of 2% SAF mixed in with
conventional kerosene. By 2050, any flight taking off from an EU
airport has to refuel with a blend of 63% SAF. From 2035, the SAF
must also contain 5% synthetic kerosene. The EU is banking on the
fact that the artificial demand will make these fuels more readily
available, and that this will scale up the market and will eventually
make SAF affordable.
Until that is the case, the EU needs to get its original policy design
right, as a first step only for Intra-EU flights, in order to combat
counterproductive effects on climate, the economy,
competitiveness and connectivity. As the aviation industry
recovers from the devastating consequences of the global
pandemic, we must bear in mind that while carbon-neutral
aviation is possible, ensuring EU competitiveness is key.
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Participation of Employers’ Group
members at many events. Highlights
i.a.: Conference of the Future of
Europe and Porto Social Summit.

10 Plenary sessions

It has already been one year since the EESC Employers' Group started its new term of office with over 40 % of members being new. Despite
all the challenges posed by the pandemic for everyday work at the EESC, new and existing Employers' Group members integrated fast and
worked to a high-quality level to help make Europe the home of thriving business.

Six events (hybrid and online)

Commissioner Wojciechowski,
Commissioner Schmit and Commissioner
Breton joined Employers' Group meetings.

were organised on crucial topics.
The webinars also contributed to
strengthening our relations with EU
institutions
and
partner
organisations.

EESC delegation, outreach events,
preparation of position paper.

New publications:

Defending Employers’ positions:
Employers’
Group
members
worked in numerous study groups
to create a European business
ecosystem
that
provides
opportunities for companies to
grow, boost jobs and create
prosperity for all.

Conference on the Future of Europe:

62 Study Group Presidents
72 Rapporteurs
15 Co-Rapporteurs



Ten Newsletters



Two studies on AI and on
Digital Transformation



Two One Pagers (Pay
Transparency and DSA/
DMA). Two more are in the
pipeline

Fast reactions to current events:

President Mallia met with MEPs
as well as with Commissioner
Gabriel.

Quick reactions via Social Media
and by publishing articles in
national and EU newspapers when
it matters. The recently established
thematic “clusters” will further
help to contribute the views of
business in a timely manner.

Three
Memorandums
of
Understanding
with
partner
organisations signed and three will
be signed shortly.

While it is positive that in many countries the level of economic
activity is almost at a pre-pandemic level, the labour markets have
suffered from the crisis. The ongoing recovery has highlighted
worsening labour shortages and skills mismatches and companies
have face serious recruiting difficulties. To attract, train and attain
people, effective active labour market policies are needed for a
strong economic recovery.
The EESC Employers' Group and BusinessEurope held a webinar to
take stock on how the need to support job creation, employment
participation and job-to-job transitions has been addressed in the
national Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRPs) and how Member
States have decided to use Effective Active Support to Employment
(EASE) to support these changes. The speakers and participants
included European Commission representatives, PES Network
members,
representatives
of
national
governments,
representatives of EU level cross-industry social partner
organisations, EESC members as well as representatives of EU level
sectoral and national employers' organisations.
The first panel "Active labour market policies to support job-to-job
transitions" highlighted that active labour market policies need to
be construed and deployed with a full involvement of social
partners. Comprehensive and well-focused action is needed to
ensure flexible, dynamic, adaptable and resilient labour markets in
Member States.
Better anticipation and matching of skills, rapid options for
upskilling and reskilling are crucial, also to provide the right skills
for the digital and green transitions. The joint assessment conducted by social partners - of current and future qualifications
required, was mentioned as an example of how transitions from
one sector to another could be facilitated. Short-term training
programmes, vocational training and work placements help to
avoid or reduce the duration of unemployment spells. Cooperation
between public and private employment services is crucial and
they need to work closely with employers.
The panel discussion "Reform coordination and implementation for
adaptable and resilient labour markets" looked into DG REFORM's
demand driven reform support to Member States as well as the
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reforms being undertaken in some Member States. It provided
examples of initiatives to improve effectiveness and efficiency of
active labour market policies and public employment services, as
well as the roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders.
Besides country-specific takeaways from Greece, Estonia, Ireland
and Sweden, the discussion highlighted that if schemes are too
complicated, include too many overlapping financing options or if
there is too much red tape, they would not be used widely.
Communicating in a clear and understandable way promotes the
use of different schemes.
The Webinar clearly showed that the EC Recommendation on
EASE, together with the implementation of national recovery and
resilience plans, is an important opportunity for each Member
State to undertake the necessary structural reforms of active labour
market policies. National social partners need to be involved in
designing and implementing the reforms. These reforms should
respond to the recovery necessities, while at the same time
contribute to further progress on the effectiveness and efficiency
of public and private employment services. National social
partners’ competences need to be fully respected.
It is clear that there is a firm commitment from the private sector
towards creating employment. What is needed is a favourable
business environment that enables companies to be competitive
and create jobs as well as a long-term employment strategy that
ensures that as many people as possible are in employment.
Find the full article on the event here: https://europa.eu/!VJG7B4
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