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In the second half of 2019, Finland will for the third time in its history hold the presidency of the Council 
of the European Union. The coming months will be pivotal for the development of the EU as it faces 
environmental, economic, social and societal challenges, including the still-ongoing Brexit process and 
threats from populist forces in the Member States.

Furthermore, the Finnish Presidency will also mark a fresh start in the European policy-making process 
as a new institutional cycle begins. The EU will have a new Parliament, a new Commission and a new 
Council president. Finland’s contribution to the implementation of the new strategic agenda will be crucial. 
I am confident that Finland, an EU Member State since 1995, will bring its problem-solving mindset to the 
upcoming negotiations.

I also note with great pleasure the vibrant state of civil society in Finland. There are over 70 000 active civil 
society organisations in Finland, with 75% of all Finns having been active in one or several organisations 
during their lifetime. It is also encouraging that most Finnish political parties want to strengthen the role of 
civil society during their current parliamentary term, which began recently.

The Finnish Parliament has also played an essential role in formulating the upcoming presidency’s priorities, 
which include climate change, sustainable growth and security.  All of these go hand in hand with the 
priorities of the EESC and form a good basis for future cooperation.

Climate change is one of the greatest challenges of our time. As the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) report of last year stated, our natural environment is deteriorating more rapidly than ever 
before. Urgent action is needed. Meeting the climate goals will require unprecedented changes in all areas 
of society. It is essential that civil society is fully involved, mobilised and furnished with the appropriate 
tools to take transformative action that can help achieve the objectives of the Paris Agreement. 

The idea of sustainable growth perfectly combines two of the topics that have been among the core 
themes of the Committee’s work since its foundation in 1957, namely economic and social policies, which 
are mutually supportive issues. Sustainable development is one of the priorities of my presidency and 
I am happy to report that on 20 March 2019, the EESC adopted the milestone opinion “Listening to the 
citizens of Europe for a sustainable future”. This opinion clearly sets out our vision for the future: Europe should 
become the global leader on sustainable development. The EESC is convinced that a transition towards 
an environmentally sustainable society must also be a transition towards a more democratic and socially 
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A word from the President
fair society. Europe needs a social pact for the transition to a carbon-neutral economy, in order to ensure 
that the transition leaves no-one behind. Europe needs a new model of growth, one that is qualitatively 
different from what we have had thus far, and able to encourage and accompany convergence of the 
digital and ecological transitions in our countries and societies.

Another priority of my presidency – and a focus of the EESC’s work – is peace. In view of our own history, we 
must remember that we cannot take peace for granted. Last year we commemorated the 100th anniversary 
of the end of the First World War; 2019 marks the 80th anniversary of the beginning of the Second World 
War. Security is thus another crucial theme for the future of Europe.

However, the security of the European Union is being challenged like never before. Global power 
competition is increasingly shaping the security environment, while other security threats are also on 
the rise, from terrorism to disinformation and hybrid threats. By continuing to produce and promote its 
opinions, the EESC will remain at the forefront in the fight against disinformation and the construction of 
resilient democracy through a strong and diverse civil society. I am hopeful that the Finnish Presidency will 
achieve solid results in this field, given the country’s excellent track record in transparency, gender equality 
and press freedom. These are all remarkable achievements, establishing a benchmark for all European 
countries facing the ever-growing challenges of populism and disinformation.

Undoubtedly, one of the major topics for the Finnish Presidency will be the negotiations concerning the 
next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). It is essential that the EU gets a fair, effective and ambitious 
budget. In these negotiations, more attention should be given to the financial requirements of the 
European Pillar of Social Rights and especially the European Social Fund. Likewise, the MFF should prioritise 
the realisation of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The EESC has recommended that an 
average of 40% of the global budget should be allocated specifically to the fight against climate change. 
Moreover, all financing should be climate-proofed to ensure that funding measures are not working against 
climate commitments.

Finland’s limited natural resources have encouraged the country to invest strongly in its citizens, promoting 
smart, knowledgeable and innovative contributions, always striving towards improvement. These qualities 
stand it in good stead for a successful EU Presidency. I believe that when we add to this the concept of 
sisu, the characteristically Finnish idea of perseverance, the challenges ahead can be overcome. The EESC 
remains committed to contributing to the work of the Finnish Presidency, leading the way forward for a 
united, fair and climate-friendly European Union.

Luca JAHIER
President of the EESC
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The Finnish Members
of the EESC

Jukka Ahtela
Employers’ Group (Group I)
LL.M., Chairman of the Board, Senior 
Advisor, Ahtela Consulting Oy
jukka.ahtela@ahtela.eu 

Tellervo Kylä-Harakka-Ruonala
Employers’ Group (Group I)
Senior Adviser, Chair of the Board, 
Kastehelmi Consulting Oy
tellervo.kyla-harakka-ruonala@ek.fi  

Pasi Moisio
Diversity Europe Group (Group III)
Head of the Brussels office and 
permanent representative to the EU for 
the Federation of Finnish Enterprises and 
a consortium of seven Finnish sectoral 
associations
pasi.moisio@skal.fi

Markus Penttinen
Workers’ Group (Group II)
Head of International Affairs, 
Confederation of Unions for Professional 
and Managerial Staff in Finland (Akava)
markus.penttinen@akava.fi

Pirkko Raunemaa
Diversity Europe Group (Group III)
Council of Home Economics and 
Consumer Associations (KKN)
pirkko.raunemaa@eesc.europa.eu 

Pekka Ristelä
Workers’ Group (Group II)
Head of International Affairs (SAK, 
Central Organisation of Finnish Trade 
Unions)
pekka.ristela@sak.fi

Simo Tiainen
Diversity Europe Group (Group III)
Director, Central Union of Agricultural 
Producers and Forest Owners MTK
simo.tiainen@mtk.fi

Timo Vuori
Employers’ Group (Group I)
Executive Vice-president for 
international affairs, Finland Chamber 
of Commerce, Executive Director, 
International Chamber of Commerce 
ICC Finland
timo.vuori@chamber.fi 

The Finnish delegation of the EESC officially has nine members. The Council of the EU will proceed with 
the nomination of the 9th member in the course of the second semester of 2019.
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As part of the preparations for the European 
Summit on the Future of Europe (9 May 2019), 
the European elections (23-26 May 2019), the 
appointment of the new Commission and its 
future work programme, the European Economic 
and Social Committee (EESC) is ready to provide its 
contribution, as the representative of organised 
civil society in the EU. 

It will build on the numerous initiatives, do-
cuments, ideas and projects launched by the EESC 
in recent years and include innovative solutions 
and new economic models aimed at creating 
a new narrative for the European project 
that resonates emotionally with citizens and 
emphasises the role of civil society organisations. 

In this context, in March 2019 the EESC adopted 
an opinion on “Sibiu and beyond” and drew up  
an exploratory opinion on “The future of the 
EU” at the request of the Romanian Presidency 
and with a special focus on the benefits it 
brings to European citizens through deeper 
social, economic and territorial cohesion and by 
ensuring respect for European values, including 
human dignity and the equality of citizens. By 
putting forward the recommendations outlined 
in these opinions, the Committee will remain 
actively involved in the debate on the future of 
the EU and contribute to shaping the priorities  
of the next European legislature during the time of 
the Finnish Presidency.
 
One of the most important priorities of the Finnish 
Presidency of the Council will be to conclude an 
agreement on the next Multiannual Financial 
Framework (MFF) after the European elections, 
with a newly-constituted European Parliament 
having to give its consent. On the basis of the 

policy recommendations set out in its opinions 
on the Multiannual Financial Framework 
post 2020 and the 36 EESC opinions on the 
sectoral legislative proposals on spending 
programmes, the EESC will continue to 
contribute in all possible ways to help to positively 
influence the negotiations with a view to their 
timely conclusion before the new programming 
period for MFF spending programmes starts. 

Within the ongoing debate on the economic 
future of Europe, the EESC will actively put forward 
the views of organised civil society on a more 
resilient and sustainable European economy and 
on a vision for completing Economic and Monetary 
Union during the next European legislature. The 
EESC policy recommendations will be presented 
in a package of two own-initiative opinions drawn 
up in a bid to feed into the economic agenda of 
the next European Parliament and Commission.

As part of the European Semester process, the 
EESC will continue to make recommendations on 
the Annual Growth Survey and other Semester-
related documents. Special emphasis will be put 
on recommendations regarding economic and 
social priorities, which are necessary to build 
the basis for sustainable and inclusive long-
term growth. Input from national civil society 
organisations is also being collected by the EESC 
through visits to each Member State and fed into 
the annual European Semester cycle. The European 
Semester is increasingly seen as a vehicle for 
carrying out necessary actions in a wide range of 
policy areas. Therefore, in the course of the Finnish 
Presidency, the EESC intends to devote particular 
attention to the links between the European  
Semester and the cohesion policy post-2020.

The EESC will also explore how the rule of law and 
fundamental rights can be better integrated into 
the Semester process.

The EESC’s activities    
during the Finnish Presidency
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With regard to taxation, the EESC is drawing up 
an own-initiative opinion on “Taxation/private 
investment and the Sustainable Development 
Goals - cooperation with the UN Committee 
of Experts on International Cooperation in 
Tax Matters”. The ECO Section meeting on 
19 September 2019 will be dedicated to “Taxation 
and the Sustainable Development Goals”, with 
the participation of high-level speakers from the 
UN Committee of Experts.   The Committee will 
also work on an opinion on “VAT and excise duty 
exemption for defence efforts”. In addition, the 
Committee will voice its views on a Commission 
proposal to move towards qualified majority 
voting (QMV). 

A resilient and well-functioning financial system 
and financial stability are essential for stable and 
sustainable economic growth. The EESC has called 
for the completion of the Banking Union and the 

creation of a fully-fledged Capital Markets Union, 
as both are vital for tackling investment shortages, 
diversifying the funding sources for Europe’s 
businesses and for re-directing the flow of capital 
towards investments that take into account 
environmental, social and governance factors. 
The Committee will continue to be engaged in 
a vital dialogue with European decision-makers, 
including the Finnish Presidency, in order to foster 
the adoption of the pending legislative proposals 
and to contribute to their implementation at 
European level.

In the course of the Finnish Presidency, the 
EESC intends to devote particular attention to 
cohesion policy post-2020. The EESC will feed 
into the discussions at the Council of the EU and 
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the European Parliament with the policy proposals 
that it brought forward in opinions on the 
legislative framework for the European Structural 
and Investment Funds post-2020. 

The Committee will also continue, in the context 
of the new programming period, its work on the 
development of urban areas, supporting the 
implementation of the EU Urban Agenda. 

Furthermore, the EESC will continue its active 
participation in the implementation of macro-
regional strategies by providing policy 
recommendations especially concerning the 
European Union Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region 
(EUSBSR).

As levels of inequality, poverty, social exclusion 
and unemployment are still alarming and as 
there is much divergence between regions and 

countries in the EU, the EESC will continue to 
focus on preserving and improving the European 
social model. It will place special emphasis on the 
implementation of the European Pillar of Social 
Rights and on the way the Social Scoreboard and 
the European Semester evolve as instruments 
to monitor the Member States’ performance. 
The EESC will also examine the enhanced use 
of qualified majority voting in social policy 
through the so-called ‘passerelle clauses’ 
proposed by the Commission.

The Committee will continue to look at the 
future of work and notably the impact of the 
digital transition and the transition to a low-
carbon, resource-efficient and green economy 
on employment, skills, equal opportunities, 
social security, social protection and labour 
law. In this context, the EESC will prepare three 
opinions at the request of the Finnish Presidency 
on “Digitalisation, AI and Equity – How to 
strengthen the EU in the global race of future 
skills and education, while ensuring social 
inclusion”, a “Summary of the costs and 
benefits of investments in occupational safety 
and health (OSH)” and “The changing world 
of work and longevity/an ageing population 
– Preconditions for ageing workers to stay 
active in the new world of work”. The EESC will 
also continue its work on quality employment for 
young people and the long-term unemployed as 
well as on informally acquired qualifications. The 
EESC will also carry out further work regarding 
education on the EU, notably in schools, as a 
means of highlighting the EU’s main achievements 
and its future challenges.

The EESC will maintain its efforts to strengthen 
the rule of law and fundamental rights with 
further activities, notably country visits, of the 
group which it recently established to work on 
these issues. This group will support organised civil 
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society in the Member States and look at how to 
promote the European values enshrined in the EU 
Treaty in cooperation with the other institutions 
and the Finnish Presidency, including hosting a 
high-level conference in November. The EESC will 
prepare an own-initiative opinion on populism and 
fundamental rights in suburban and rural areas 
to understand the root causes of the challenges 
to the rule of law and fundamental rights that 
the EU is currently facing. The Committee will 
continue to fight discrimination and exclusion, 
particularly with regard to the Roma and people 
with disabilities, promote gender equality by 
establishing a follow-up group in order to draw 
up adequate guidelines to mainstream gender 
equality in all its work and raise the profile of civil 
society organisations working in these fields.

The EESC will continue to support a more 
open migration and truly common asylum 
policy based on greater solidarity and shared 
responsibility in the EU. It will look at the 
implementation of the Global Compact on 
Migration based on EU values and work to 
ensure better recognition of the contribution 
that migrants make to Europe’s economy and 
society, to promote their integration into the 
labour market and society at large, to advocate 
improvements to their education and training and 
will continue to call for their fundamental rights to 
be fully respected.

In relation to agriculture and rural development, 
the EESC will continue to contribute to the debate 
on the reform process towards a modernised and 
simplified post-2020 Common Agricultural Policy 
by promoting, at every suitable occasion, and not 
only in Brussels but also through the going local 
initiative, its opinion on the subject adopted in 
October 2018.  

Through its Temporary Study Group on 
Sustainable Food Systems, the EESC will further its 
call for a comprehensive food policy to facilitate 

the transition to more sustainable food systems. 
The Committee will use its mediating power to 
put food sustainability and the development 
of a comprehensive food policy, as well as the 
potential establishment of a European Food Policy 
Council, high on the EU agenda. 

The EESC will work on key initiatives relating to the 
EU Circular Economy Action Plan (CEAP), with 
strong emphasis on involving civil society in the 
transition to a circular economy in Europe. As part 
of its work on the development of the European 
Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform, the EESC 
will continue to improve the platform’s interactive 
website and propose new ways to increase links 
and synergies between the different national, 
regional and local circular economy strategies, 
following an EESC study on the subject and a 
related own-initiative opinion.  As the European 
Commission has claimed that all CEAP activities 
are either fully or partially implemented, an EESC 
opinion will explore the level of civil society 
inclusion in the CEAP, and how this can be 
continued or improved upon for the next Action 
Plan.  

On a circular European bioeconomy, the EESC 
will continue to promote the Committee’s recent 
opinion on the updated Bioeconomy Strategy 
for the EU, and there will be a new opinion on the 
Blue Bioeconomy, at the request of the Finnish 
Presidency. The EESC will work with strategic 
partners in the development of a European 
bioeconomy, such as the Committee of the 
Regions and the European Commission, for an 
event taking stock of the updated strategy one 
year on, and what this means for cities, regions and 
civil society. The focus on the bioeconomy will be 
underpinned by a study looking at how a circular 
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bioeconomy can help shorten food chains in 
Europe, and help to contribute towards meeting 
our sustainable development and climate goals.  

In the wider field of the environment beyond the 
circular economy, recent opinions on shortcomings 
and improvements in the implementation of EU 
environmental legislation, including enhancing 
the role of civil society in the implementation 
of legislation, will continue to be among focal 
points of further EESC action. This is also related 
to the subject of an ongoing exploratory opinion 
requested by Commissioner Vella and may lead to 
further follow-up opinions. Furthermore, the EESC 
will work on an information report contributing 
to the Commission’s evaluation on environmental 
crime.

Contributing to the practical implementation of 
the 17 global Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), launched by the United Nations in 2015, 
will continue to rank highly on the EESC’s agenda. 
In particular, the EESC will further promote the 
recommendations set out in its opinion on the 
Reflection Paper “Towards a Sustainable Europe by 
2030”. It will do so by pushing for an overarching 
European Sustainable Development Strategy 
with concrete objectives, targets and indicators 
for the implementation of the SDGs in the EU by 
2030. The EESC will also prepare two own-initiative 
opinions on the social and economic dimensions 
of sustainability. These will aim to propose new 
approaches to more fairly distributing the burden 
of transformation and make sure that “no one is 
left behind”. Moreover, they will define what “the 
sustainable economy we want” should look like 
by exploring new economic models, investment 
decisions vis-à-vis technological advances 

as well as novel indicators for growth and 
competitiveness. The EESC will present its work at 
the High Level Political Forum in July in New York. 

In the field of climate action, the EESC is part of 
an International Climate Governance Coalition 
(ICGC) which aims to stimulate the bottom-up  
engagement of various actors in a multi-
stakeholder and multi-level spirit of cooperation. 
The EESC will continue contributing to the 
creation of an EU enabling framework for citizen 
and community-led climate initiatives through 
the operationalisation of a European Dialogue for 
Non-State Climate Action, in particular in the area 
of climate finance. The Committee will also follow 
up on its work on Climate Justice by advancing the 
debate on the Bill of Climate Rights and participating 
in the “UNited for Climate Justice” event preceding 
the Climate Summit of the UN Secretary-General 
in September. The EESC will also contribute to 
the COP25 in Chile by supporting the global  
climate action agenda. The EESC Bureau meeting  
on 6 June in Helsinki included a seminar on  
“Concrete measures to combat climate change in 
the new EU term 2019-2024”.

A significant part of the EESC’s activities will 
continue to focus on the completion of the Single 
Market in its various aspects. New economic 
models will remain high on the EESC’s agenda. 
After having been at the forefront of dealing with 
these trends, the Committee will take a more 
coordinated approach, making a clear link with the 
role that these new trends play in facing Europe’s 
sustainability challenges. For some years now, our 
societies have been profoundly transformed by 
the introduction of new technologies and ways of 
doing things (digitalisation, the circular economy, 
the collaborative economy, “uberisation”, etc.).  
This major upheaval primarily affects the younger 
generation and should – now more than ever 
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– be the focus of our concerns. The Committee 
therefore wishes to open a cross-cutting and 
comprehensive discussion on this issue in order 
to shape the approach that will take us up to 
2050. It looks forward to impetus from the Finnish 
Presidency to stimulate a renewed debate at 
European level, since national solutions will not be 
sufficient. 

The EESC will also move forward with its work 
in the area of social enterprises and the 
social economy. In addition to monitoring 
and evaluating political developments at EU 
and Member State level, it will identify specific 
measures to improve the general environment 
for social economy enterprises, disseminate best 
practices in the Member States and raise the 
sector’s profile. In particular, the Committee will 
participate in the Pact for Impact event, to be 
held in Paris, in order to keep the momentum 
on Social Economy and to build an Alliance for 
Social Economy at global level. Furthermore, 
the Committee will organise, in November, its 
European Day of Social Economy Enterprises in 
Strasbourg which has been designated European 
Capital of Social Economy for 2019. The objective 
of this fourth European Day of Social Economy 
Enterprises will be to raise awareness of the 
importance of Social Economy among the new 
Commissioners and new Members of Parliament.

As regards the field of the EU Consumer Policy, 
following the adoption of its opinion on the 
Commission’s New Deal for Consumers, the 
EESC will follow the political debate on this 
issue carefully, with a view to contributing to 
it by conveying civil society’s message. It will 
continue to collaborate closely with the European 
Commission and the Presidency through the 
public initiatives taking place in the context of this 
New Deal.

The EESC is also very active in the field of 
Artificial Intelligence and has recently adopted  
a number of major opinions on this topic. Last 
year, the EESC also created a dedicated temporary 
study group on Artificial Intelligence, which will 
prepare a questionnaire and organise fact-finding 
missions to selected Member States to map 
the involvement of civil society organisations 
in the preparation of national strategies on 
Artificial Intelligence. Several events on Artificial 
Intelligence are planned before the end of this 
year and one will be organised together with the 
Finnish Presidency in November 2019.  

The EESC will also continue to follow the work 
of the High-level Expert Group on Artificial 
Intelligence, where it has observer status.
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The promotion of SMEs in Europe is a major 
concern for the EESC, which will continue to 
work on the best way of improving the business 
environment for SMEs in Europe. The Committee 
will, among other things, prepare a report 
on the future of the retail sector in Europe, in 
order to raise awareness on the topic among 
new Commissioners and new Members of the 
European Parliament.

The EESC is also drawing up an own-initiative 
opinion on new prospects and challenges for 
European producers. The opinion will focus on:
• the policy priorities that will strengthen the re-

orientation of European production towards 
the provision of specialised and certified quality 
products;

• innovative business practices that can support 
new schemes of cooperatives of SMEs and 
autonomous producers/traders.   

As far as industry is concerned, a major area of 
activity will remain advancing towards a stronger 
industrial base in Europe. The Committee will 
continue to urge the European Commission and 
the EU Member States to adopt a long-term and 
comprehensive strategy with a global vision, 
in order to address the need for growth, job 
creation and sustainability. The EESC demands 
decisive action from the EU institutions, in order 
to make progress towards strengthening the 
competitiveness and diversity of the industrial 
base in Europe.

In this context, the EESC will continue to follow 
the work of the High-level Industrial Roundtable 
“Industry 2030”, where it has observer status. 

With regard to the overall industrial policy priority, 
the EESC will focus in particular on: a) supporting 
innovation, investment and employment indi-
cators; b) sustaining cutting-edge industrial 



research, innovation and design; c) anticipating 
changes to jobs, work organisation and socially 
sustainable innovation in industry 4.0; d) energy 
transition and industrial change; e) the industrial 
potential of the circular economy and prosumers 
and industrial change. At the same time, the 
Committee will continue to focus on sectoral 
industrial policy, including: opportunities for less 
industrialised regions and neglected industrial 
sectors; investment in strategic industrial sectors; 
sustainable industrial sectoral models; corporate 
social responsibility in all industrial sectors and 
the effect of Brexit on the main industrial sectors 
and value chains with a particular focus on the 
automotive sector.

Building on its previous opinions, the EESC will 
draw up an own-initiative opinion aiming at 
“ensuring an inclusive sectoral transition to a 
digitised rail sector” and flesh out its position on 
the impact of artificial intelligence in a specific 
industrial sector.

Regarding the need to preserve the industrial 
base in our regions, after two successful round 
tables in the United Kingdom (Wakefield) and in 
Spain  (Mieres) , the EESC will hold another two 
round tables dedicated to the topic of “Platform 
for coal regions in transition” in Greece (Kozani) 
and Poland. 

As regards the European Energy Union, the EESC 
will build upon its previous work and continue 
to draw up opinions in this area. Following its 
own-initiative opinion on the positive economic 
effects of the energy transition for regions, their 
local communities and citizens (July 2018), the 
Committee will pursue its efforts to make EU 
energy policies more relevant to the everyday life 
of citizens and civil society. Specifically, the EESC 
will focus on closely monitoring and engaging 
with the EU Energy Poverty Observatory and 
ensuring that the social dimension of the Energy 
Union remains at the heart of the Energy Union 
programme. Building upon its opinion on the 
“State of the Energy Union 2018”, adopted during 
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of growth and employment. During the Finnish 
Presidency, the Committee will thus devote its 
efforts to reflecting on how the free flow of data 
can be fostered and encouraged. An important 
step will be the evaluation of Commission’s work 
on aspects of data economy yet to be developed, 
such as treatment of mixed data sets. 

Further steps will be taken also in the 
development of connected and automated 
mobility in Europe. ‘Mobility as a service’, based 
on connected and automated driving, will 
thus be one of the main subjects of an EESC 
high-level conference to be held in Helsinki on  
21-22 November. It will present the EESC’s stances 
on avant-garde technology  and serve as a platform 
for submitting to the new European Parliament 
and the Commission its recommendations for 
achieving sustainable growth thanks to the digital 
tools, as contained in the Committee’s recent  

the Finnish Presidency, the Committee also 
intends to further strengthen its priority work 
on the European Energy Dialogue, which is 
aimed at raising awareness among civil society 
organisations of the energy transition and convey 
the interests, needs and concerns of civil society 
to EU decision-makers. The launch of such a 
permanent structured dialogue with citizens 
is of central importance for realising the long-
term vision of a carbon-neutral Europe by 2050 
with strong support by Europe’s citizens and civil 
society. 

Data-driven growth remains high on the priority 
list of the European Union. The new Strategic 
Agenda for the period 2019–2024 considers the 
digital economy to be one of the cornerstones 
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own-initiative opinion on “Transport, energy and 
SGI as drivers of sustainable EU growth through 
digital revolution”.

In the field of transport, the EESC will, moreover, 
continue its work in order to enhance the 
competitiveness and sustainability of the 
European transport sector by developing 
intermodal and multimodal transport. The 
Committee will closely monitor all transport-
related developments, particularly those linked 
to the Commission’s ongoing initiatives under 
the three mobility packages, which are aimed 
at establishing a clean, competitive and well-
connected mobility system by 2025. As a follow-
up to its previous activities, the Committee will 
also follow the implementation of sustainable 
development goals related to the sector, inter alia 
gender equality and transport safety issues. Finally, 
the EESC will further advocate the implementation 
of the TEN-T policy and engage actively in the 
in-depth evaluation of currently applicable TEN-T 
guidelines, to be carried out during the Finnish 
Presidency, by conducting several fact-finding 
missions focusing on different transport modes 
and TEN-T projects.

In line with the priorities of the Finnish Presidency, 
the Committee will continue to promote the 
provision of services of general interest, more 
particularly, European citizens’ right to access 
essential, affordable and high-quality services of 
general economic interest. 

Regarding the EU’s external action policies, 
the Committee will focus its priority action on a 
peaceful neighbourhood and on enlargement 
policies.

The Finnish Presidency will be involved in the 
EESC’s work on the EU’s enlargement policy 
and its relations with the Western Balkans. 

The Committee will closely follow EU-Turkey 
relations, at a time when civil society dialogue is 
more necessary than ever. Improving civil society 
participation in the Euromed region will also 
be a key topic for the EESC under the Finnish 
Presidency. Regarding the Eastern Neighbours, 
active involvement of the Civil Society Platforms 
with Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine and Armenia 
will be the main priority. The Committee will invite 
the Finnish Presidency to participate in various civil 
society bodies that provide input for our relations 
with those countries.

Furthermore, the Committee will pursue its 
active involvement in the civil society bodies that 
monitor trade agreements. Special attention will 
be paid to the agreements with Canada, Japan, 
Morocco, Chile, Mexico and Mercosur. The 
Presidency will be invited to follow up on the 
EESC’s work on those agreements.

The Committee will also continue its work with its 
partner organisations around the world, in China, 
Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, the 
USA and Russia. 

Finally, with regard to the general objective of 
making EU legislation and its implementation 
more efficient and more effective in achieving 
its objectives, the EESC plays an active role in 
the REFIT Platform Stakeholder Group. It 
contributes to the work of the platform through 
EESC opinions, which provide concrete proposals 
in many areas, for the purpose of simplifying and 
rationalising EU legislation. The EESC has also 
contributed to the Commission’s stock-taking 
exercise on the Better Regulation Agenda, which 
will continue after 2019 and the appointment of 
the new Commission.



 

| 16 | The EE SC’s ac t iv it ies dur ing the Finnish Presidenc y

In order to achieve sustainable growth, the 
European Union needs a forward-looking growth 
strategy, a fully functioning single market and 
an ambitious, rule-based trade policy. We have 
many tools at our disposal, but we must use 
them in a more coherent way, for example, by 
creating synergies between digitalisation, R&D&I 
and industrial policy. The horizontal thinking in 
which the EU is currently engaged offers a crucial 
opportunity for getting the synergies right and 
for making sure that the economic upturn we 
have experienced remains sustainable in the 
long term, in every sense of the word. The single 
market is not only our greatest asset in the pursuit 
of growth, but also a key tool for improving our 
global competitiveness. Trade policy is another 
driver of growth and jobs. We need to open 
new markets and maintain a level playing field 
by defending the rule-based approach that also 
defines the EU itself. 

Under the broad umbrella of the social 
dimension of Europe, promoting the wellbeing 
of our people is a central aim. Economic growth, 
competitiveness and high employment are 
the basis of wellbeing, but it is also important 
to understand that these things are mutually 
reinforcing. Education, employment and social 
policies support economic policy, boosting 
growth and wellbeing together. In other words, 
the social dimension drives forward the economy 
as a whole. Promoting gender equality, equal 
opportunities and social inclusion is a way of 
ensuring that everyone has a stake in society 
and the chance to contribute. The European Pillar 
of Social Rights is also a pillar of our economic 
success.

Similarly, protecting our fundamental values and 
the rule of law is not only a moral duty but also a 
legal imperative, vital for the proper functioning of 

Marja Rislakki
Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary 
Permanent Representative (Coreper II)

A word from the Finnish Presidency

This is Finland’s third stint at the helm of the EU 
Council. For six months, we will put all hands on 
deck to advance the work of the European Union 
with energy and commitment. The arrival of the 
new European Parliament and the appointment 
of the new Commission add their own spice to 
the proceedings at this moment of renewal. 
The European Union is currently in the throes of 
planning. Common priorities will shape the broad 
strategic agenda, the long-term budget and the 
Commission’s work programme. At the time of 
writing, the Finnish Presidency’s programme has 
yet to be finalised. However, the broad priorities 
are likely to include sustainable growth, security 
and climate policy. 

 



 

A word from the Finnish Presidency
the Union as a whole. The EU is all about common 
values and rules, which must be respected and 
implemented.

Security policy is also a top priority. We must 
further enhance our defence cooperation by 
building on the solid framework that already 
exists. We also need to stay ahead of hybrid and 
cyber threats. Good progress has been made in 
the past couple of years, for example, on tackling 
disinformation and election interference. To 
further increase resilience, we need to work in 
a more coordinated way across different policy 
fields. Keeping Europe safe is also a matter of 
fostering security partnerships with our allies, 
supporting peace processes and playing our 
part in crisis management operations around 
the world, including along Europe’s borders. 
Through dialogue and cooperation, and by 
firmly defending the rule-based multilateral 
international order, the EU can increase security 
for itself and for others.

Climate policy is another urgent priority area in 
which the European Union has a vital role to play, 
not least through the implementation of the Paris 
Agreement. We hope to advance the EU’s vision 
for an ambitious long-term climate strategy, 
striving for climate neutrality. Once again, wise 
holistic planning is required. We need a managed 
transition, linked policies and an integrated, cross-
policy approach. The tasks are daunting. Yet they 
also create opportunities that we should eagerly 
seize through research, technological innovation 
and investment in fields such as the circular 
economy and bioeconomy.

A special challenge currently on the table is the 
Brexit process, which must be handled with 
particular sensitivity and care. Lastly, some of the 

EU’s agenda is also defined by what happens 
outside Europe’s borders and we always have to 
be ready to react to unforeseen events. 

The Finnish Presidency looks forward to working 
with the EESC in all relevant areas. Your Committee 
plays a crucial part in the EU architecture by 
allowing civil society actors from the Member 
States to place their knowledge and experience 
at the service of the Union, thereby injecting 
impartial expertise into the political process and 
bringing Europeans closer to the decision-making 
process.

It’s a team effort.

Marja Rislakki
Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary 
Permanent Representative (Coreper II)
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Official name Republic of Finland

Capital Helsinki

Area1 338 455 km²

National languages Finnish and Swedish

Currency Euro

Population (2018)2 5 513 130

GDP in current prices 
(in millions of euro, 2017)3 223 900

Main exports4

Refined petroleum, paper/paperboard and paper 
pulp, machinery and mechanical appliances,  
electrical machinery and equipment, vehicles,  
steel and iron

Main imports5 Crude petroleum, vehicles, machinery  
and electronics

Calling code +358

Total area of forest land6 26 200 000 ha

Number of islands7 179 584

Number of libraries (2017)8 737 + 134 mobile libraries

Number of museums (2016)9 154

Yearly coffee consumption per capita (2018)10 12 kg (most in the world)

Price of an average packet of coffee (500g) 
(2017)11 € 3.99

Some basic facts about Finland
The Finnish flag The Finnish coat of arms

Did you know?
1. Finland ranked first out of 35 European countries in media literacy12

2. Finland has the most heavy metal bands per capita in the world13

3. Finland is the world’s happiest country14

1 Statistics Finland; 2 Eurostat; 3 Eurostat; 4 Trademap and Observatory of Economic Complexity; 5 Trademap and Observatory of Economic Complexity;  
6 Statistics Finland; 7 ThisisFINLAND (Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland); 8 Statistics Finland; 9 Statistics Finland; 10 WorldAtlas; 11 Statistics Finland; 
12 Open Society Institute; 13 The Atlantic; 14 World Happiness Report 2019, Helliwell, J., Layard, R., & Sachs, J.
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For your diary
BRUSSELS

17-18 July 2019 Presentation of the priorities of the Finnish Presidency,  

 EESC plenary session

17 July 2019 Finnish cultural evening 

HELSINKI [OR OTHER CITY IN FINLAND]

16-17 September 2019 Extraordinary meeting of the Diversity Europe Group (Group III)

8-9 October 2019 Extraordinary meeting of the Employers’ Group (Group I)

9 October 2019 Extraordinary meeting of the Workers’ Group (Group II)
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