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|   Introduction   | 

The EESC – a vital component of the EU 
panorama
The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) has been the voice of organised civil society 
within the European Union’s (EU) institutional architecture since it was set up in 1957 under the Treaty 
of Rome. It does not pass laws, but brings real-life expertise to EU policymaking by providing sound 
advice to the European Parliament, the Council and the Commission. This helps to ensure that EU 
policies and legislation tie in with circumstances on the ground.

Advice from the EESC takes the form of the publication of around 150 opinions a year, which synthesise 
the experience and views of a wide cross-section of society, including employers, workers, profes-
sionals and associations representing various interests, notably socio-economic, environmental and 
civic. Opinions are adopted at meetings of the Committee’s 350 members, who come from the most 
representative organisations in all Member States.

Members are not paid for their Committee work but do it out of dedication to shaping Europe. They 
mostly work within their own organisations in their home countries, and their practical experience 
gives them profound knowledge of subjects addressed at EU level and the potential impacts of action 
in these fields.

Committed to European integration, the EESC provides a forum for discussion between components 
of civil society during more than 340 meetings annually, with a view to reaching consensus and serv-
ing the general interest. This supports development of a more participatory EU which encourages cit-
izens to take action to improve things, while also fostering social solidarity. In addition, the Committee 
promotes the values on which European integration is founded and advances the cause of democracy 
and the role of civil society in Europe and globally.

The brand of participatory democracy embodied by the EESC is the ideal back-up to representative 
democracy, and both are vital to maintaining a healthy society. Moreover, it is essential for bolstering 
the EU’s legitimacy, transparency and effectiveness, bringing it closer to the public and addressing 
their needs, including the need to be more involved in decision-making.

Facing new challenges

The first 60 years of European integration were a considerable success. The EU enabled nations who 
had been battered by war to coalesce around a common project. This has led to an era of peace, sta-
bility and prosperity for three generations of Europeans.

However, recent years have been marked by uncertainty due to challenges including globalisation, 
dematerialisation of the economy and climate change. Current politics is characterised by mistrust of 
the establishment, which has spread throughout the EU since the 2008-2009 financial crisis and was 
illustrated by the June 2016 Brexit referendum. Other crises – such as regional clashes, refugee flows 
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and terrorist attacks – have led to the re-emergence of national egoism and a rise in populism, charac-
terised by hostility towards others and the EU.

Significant developments have also taken place regarding the exercise of citizenship. Research shows 
that many people want a more diversified kind of democracy, with greater dialogue placed alongside 
traditional representative forms.

At the same time, social media and digitalisation of society are changing how people relate to the 
world. Digital and mobile technologies now constitute the main channels for information, and some 
mainstream political parties have taken time to realise the extent to which they have revolutionised 
politics, leading to them lose ground to new movements with extremist tendencies, many of whom 
are very much at home using this kind of technology.

In responding to these challenges, the EU institutions must be proactive. The fact that EU integration 
is far from complete contributes to uncertainty and limits Europe’s potential. Recent developments 
are a wake-up call to strengthen the foundations of our Union, but this can only happen if all Member 
States, EU institutions and civil society stakeholders cooperate actively in deepening the EU.

Reflection for the future

The current situation requires the EESC to reflect on its role. This reflection will cover its strengths, chal-
lenges and new avenues regarding various questions, such as securing consensus, representativeness 
of members, impact and effectiveness, digital democracy, its position as a forum for dialogue and 
changes to working structures.

In the immediate future, the Committee aims to contribute to ensuring fair transitions to a digital 
economy and society and a competitive low-carbon economy, as well as enhancing sustainable 
growth for everyone’s benefit and making a success of changes in the world of work. It calls for a 
long term vision in that regard (up to 2050), due to the magnitude of the challenges to be faced. It 
will continue to work for adherence to fundamental rights, the rule of law and an inclusive migration 
policy. Further efforts are also needed to strengthen social and territorial cohesion and economic and 
monetary union (EMU).

This publication gives an overview of the work done by the EESC in its main policy areas over the last 
few years. Members have taken on board the views of young people, workers and employers, and the 
Committee has worked with other EU institutions to create a framework for Europe’s future, and par-
ticularly its economic prosperity. It has balanced this with contacts with groups such as new economy 
representatives to ensure that development is sustainable and fair, and has contributed to reinforcing 
the EU’s internal cohesion, while increasing cooperation with civil society worldwide.

In all of these endeavours, the EESC helps to make Europe a better place to live, and the fact that this 
is done in consultation with civil society strengthens the democratic legitimacy of the Committee and 
the EU as a whole.
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|   Employers’ Group   |

Breaking down barriers to private 
investment
 
Encouraging private-sector investment is vital for promoting growth and creating jobs. Nine 
years on from the start of the economic crisis, investment in the EU is still 15% below pre-crisis 
levels, with recovery slow and the EU lagging behind its competitors.

To identify what has to be done to boost pri-
vate-sector investment, the Employers’ Group 
organised a conference in Malta in May 2017. It 

concluded with the signature of a declaration 
by major Maltese employers’ organisa-

tions, the Maltese government and the 
Employers’ Group. The document lists 

the most urgent issues, which poli-
cymakers need to tackle to make 
investment easier.

A number of obstacles to in-
vestment were identified. Fore-
most amongst them is a lack of 
predictability. Business needs 
freedom to operate and legal, 

regulatory and political stability 
to attract long-term investment. A 

coherent policy framework is essen-
tial, while a lack of vision regarding 

the direction which Europe needs to 
take and uncertainty about its future will 

put investors off.

EU and national policies must provide stability and enhance 
the ease of doing business. This will allow entrepreneurship 
to thrive, and private companies and investors to do their 
part to create jobs, generate growth and push innovation. 
Encouraging private sector investment in Europe.

Joint declaration of the Employers’ Group
and the Government of Malta
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At legislative level, over-regulation places exces-
sive administrative burden on businesses and 
must be addressed to provide a more invest-
ment-friendly environment. Closely related to 
this is the cost of doing business, which is pushed 
up by bureaucracy, red tape and gold-plating 
(the process whereby norms, guidelines or pro-
cedures are added to EU directives during trans-
position into national law). Closing the gap be-
tween individuals’ skills and the demands of the 
labour market and encouraging job mobility can 
also contribute to bringing costs down.

Flexibility and pragmatism

The internal market is a big asset for attracting 
investment, but to reap the full benefits Europe 
must fight protectionism and ensure that inter-
nal market rules are properly applied. Greater 

flexibility and pragmatism are also required, in 
particular to give small and medium-sized enter-
prises a fair chance of success.

In the decades to come, most global economic 
growth is likely to be generated outside Europe. 
To capitalise on this, the EU must be open to 
trade. Concluding and implementing trade and 
investment agreements as part of a robust and 
ambitious trade agenda is thus essential.

Finally, more investment is needed in technology 
and innovation. The European Fund for Strategic 
Investment (EFSI) should focus on the sectors of 
the future, particularly digitalisation, remain mar-
ket-oriented and secure more involvement of 
private funding. Moreover, instruments such as 
EFSI need to be designed so as to ensure that all 
Member States can make the most of the oppor-
tunities they offer.

Business needs an efficient and united Europe to be able to 
withstand the pressures of international competition whilst 
continuing to enhance competitiveness. Employers are still 
struggling with over-regulation and administrative burden. 
Cutting red tape and fighting gold-plating are only some of the 
ways to bring down the high cost of doing business in the EU.

Jacek Krawczyk, president of the EESC Employers’ Group
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|   Workers’ Group   |

Social progress through defence
of workers’ rights
The EESC Workers’ Group focused on several priorities over the last few years. These include 
defending posted workers’ rights, promoting progress through the European Pillar of Social 
Rights, shaping a European digital policy that respects workers and ensuring that globalisa-
tion is fair and balanced for all.

From the beginning of its mandate, the Workers’ 
Group was involved in activities related to work-
ers’ mobility. Initially, these were linked to de-
fending the Schengen Agreement, but the cur-
rent focus is very much on the defence of posted 
workers’ rights.

In March 2016, the European Commission 
proposed a reform of the 1996 posting of 

workers’ directive, a pillar of European 
free movement. At its October 2016 

meeting in Bratislava, the Workers’ 
Group discussed fair mobility at 
length, focusing on workers’ rights 
in the context of the Schengen 
Agreement and preparing its 
strategy regarding the proposed 
reform of the posting of workers’ 
directive. Although the issue was 
controversial, the Group was able 

to reach agreements with the EE-
SC’s other two groups, thus ensur-

ing that key trade union concerns 
were covered in the EESC’s opinion on 

the matter. These included the principle 
of equal pay for equal work at the same 

work place and protections against social and 
wage dumping.

Migration and the situation of refugees, par-
ticularly their integration into the labour market 
and as fundamental rights questions are also 
important Group priorities. At the behest of the 
Workers’ Group, the EESC organised a series of 
missions (11 in the EU and one in Turkey) to ref-
ugee camps, NGOs and local administrations in 
the countries most affected.
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The European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) 
was proclaimed on 17 November 2017 at the 
Gothenburg Social Summit. The Workers’ Group 
took the lead in ensuring that it was treated as 
a major priority for the whole EESC, including 
by organising missions to all Member States to 
determine the most urgent social and economic 
challenges that need to be addressed by the Pillar. 
As a result, two EESC opinions were adopted with 
clear recommendations: one on the concept of 
the Pillar, and another on the impact of the social 
dimension and the Pillar on the EU’s future.

The future of work is another key priority for the 
Workers’ Group. Digitalisation and robotisation of 
work have the potential to both destroy and cre-
ate jobs. The Workers’ Group wants to shape EU 
digital and employment policies so that workers’ 
rights are respected and calls for digitalisation to 
be managed in such a way that it contributes to 
improving living and working conditions and to 
social progress in general. Digitalisation was the 
main theme of the Group’s October 2017 meet-
ing in Tallinn which, given Estonia’s high level of 
advancement in this area, offered the chance to 
examine its impact on work and societal changes 
in depth.

Group members have drafted or contributed 
to numerous opinions on digitalisation. These 
cover questions such as the changing nature of 
employment relationships and its impact on the 
living wage, effects of digitalisation on service in-
dustries, artificial intelligence and the role of so-
cial partners in the context of new forms of work. 
This work generated interest within the EU insti-
tutions and beyond and established the EESC as 

an important contributor to discussions on man-
aging digitalisation and the future of work.

The Commission’s better regulation agenda 
and Regulatory Fitness and Performance (REFIT) 
programme for simplifying legislation, another 
Group priority, are at the centre of the Group’s 
work on a number of opinions. Quality legislation 
is essential for any well-functioning democracy 
and any simplification must guarantee rather 
than undermine rights and freedoms.

Globalisation and trade policy are key for workers’ 
interests. The Group discussed EU trade policy, in 
particular the Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP) and the Comprehensive Eco-
nomic and Trade Agreement during its May 2017 
meeting in Malta. Members have repeatedly 
stressed the need for a fairer and more transpar-
ent EU trade policy which does not jeopardise 
fundamental rights and social standards. EESC 
opinions setting out the Committee’s position 
on this include those on specific issues of TTIP, 
trade defence instruments and preserving jobs 
and growth in Europe’s steel industry.
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The future of work is a key priority for the Workers’ Group. 
Digitalisation and robotisation of work have the potential to 
both destroy and create jobs. The EESC Workers’ Group calls 
for them to be managed in such a way that they contribute 
to improving living and working conditions and to social 
progress in general.
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1 The “Various Interests Group” was renamed the “Diver-
sity Europe Group” on 18 April 2018, at the start of the 
term of office of Arno Metsler, the group president.

|   Diversity Europe Group   | 

Culture at the heart of Europe’s identity
and diplomacy
Could culture help overcome the political and identity crises facing Europe? What role can cul-
ture play in strengthening social and territorial cohesion? Can culture bring hope, new narra-
tives and a second renaissance to Europe? 

In 2016 the Various Interests Group1 of the EESC 
organised a conference entitled “A New Hope 
for Europe! Culture, Cities and New Narratives”. 
Working in partnership with the Culture and Ed-
ucation Committee of the European Parliament 
and the Centre for Fine Arts (Bozar), this initiative 
of the Various Interests Group has propelled the 

Committee into a new thematic area on which 
it has continued to make its voice heard in 

2017.

In parallel to the conference, the Var-
ious Interests Group commissioned 

a study to Culture Action Europe 
on the topic ‘Culture, Cities and 
Identity in Europe’. Both of these 
initiatives sought to illustrate the 
unifying and mobilising force of 
culture and its role as the foun-
dation and cement of European 

identity. As president of the Vari-
ous Interests Group, Luca Jahier 

highlighted during the conference, 
“Culture has a vast untapped potential 

to create a new European narrative, to 
restore confidence and to help reconnect 

Europe with its citizens.”
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Culture also has a significant economic and so-
cial role. It can be a vehicle for territorial cohesion, 
innovation, investment, job creation, growth, 
inter-cultural dialogue and social inclusion. Nor 
should it be forgotten that the sector is central to 
pursuing the objective of the EU to “… promote 
peace, its values and the well-being of its peoples” 
(Article 3, Treaty on European Union).

For these reasons, the conclusions adopted by 
the conference participants called for culture and 
cultural policies to be placed firmly at the heart 
of the European political agenda. Culture should 
be utilised as an instrument of soft power in the 
EU’s external relations and should be promoted 
as one of the pillars of sustainable development.

These views were highly topical given the fact 
that the European Commission and the Europe-
an External Action Service had jointly adopted 
the Communication “Towards an EU Strategy 
for International Cultural Relations”. The EESC 
Opinion on the Communication, adopted in 
May 2017 (rapporteur: Luca Jahier), stressed that 

drawing on its own experiences, the EU could 
use culture in its relations with third countries as 
an instrument for soft power and peace-build-
ing. The positive example of the Peace Project in 
Northern Ireland illustrates this potential. Among 
its most imaginative proposals was the creation 
of Cultural Routes of Peace, from Belfast in North-
ern Ireland to Nicosia in Cyprus, via Molenbeek 
in Belgium!

The pinnacle of this flurry 
of activity in 2016 and 2017 
came with the decision of 
the European Commission to 
designate 2018 as the Euro-
pean Year of Cultural Heritage 
(EYCH). The EESC will link a 
number of its annual events 
to the EYCH. The message is 
clear: together, let us empow-
er culture and all of those actors whose energy is 
already driving forward the Europe of tomorrow! 
Let us embrace the soft power of culture and 
regain pride in our common European heritage!

Culture has a vast untapped potential to create a new European narrative, 
to restore confidence and to help reconnect Europe with its citizens.

Luca Jahier, president of the Various Interests Group (October 2010 – April 2018), 
president of the EESC (term of office April 2018 – October 2020)
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|   A framework for Europe   |

Europe’s future: organised civil society 
consultations in Member States
The White Paper on the future of Europe is the European Commission’s contribution to the 
Rome summit of 25 March 2017, which marked the 60th anniversary of the signing of the Treaty 
of Rome. It lays down five scenarios for how the EU could evolve, with the aim of triggering 
debate and discussion at EU level and in the Member States. The EESC has contributed to this 
by organising national-level organised civil society consultations.

In response to a referral from the European Com-
mission, the EESC set up an ad hoc group to 
prepare a draft resolution on the White Paper for 
endorsement at its July 2017 plenary session. To 
provide input into the group’s work, the Commit-
tee held 27 national consultations in the Mem-

ber States between 4 May and 9 June 
2017. Aside from the success of gather-

ing more than 1 000 organised civil society 
representatives to debate the future of Eu-

rope in a structured way, with this exercise 
the EESC also made an important contribution 
to raising awareness of the need to discuss the 
issue in the Member States.

The compilation of the 27 national reports was 
officially submitted to European Commission 
President, Jean-Claude Juncker, by EESC Presi-
dent, Georges Dassis, at the EESC plenary session 
of 21 September 2017. It was also circulated dur-
ing the interparliamentary committee meeting 
held by the European Parliament Committee on 
Constitutional Affairs on 11 October 2017. The 
resolution and compilation of national reports 
are available on the EESC website2 and have 
been disseminated to members of organised 
civil society.

The compilation is used as a reference by EESC 
members invited to present the innovative 
methodology developed for the consultation 
at important events. These have included the 
2017 European Public Communication Confer-
ence organised by the European Committee of 
the Regions3 at which Workers’ Group President 
Gabriele Bischoff was present, and the European 
Business Day in Paris4, which brought together 
policymakers, business leaders and experts to 
assess the challenges facing Europe and was 
attended by Emmanuelle Butaud-Stubbs of the 
Employers’ Group. It has also been highlighted 
during EESC missions to third countries such as 
Japan and the USA.

 

2 http://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/policies/in-focus/future-europe/documents
3 www.cor.europa.eu/europcom
4 http://www.e-day-paris.fr/ 

Aside from the success of gathering 
more than 1 000 organised civil society 
representatives to debate the future of 
Europe in a structured way, the EESC also 
made an important contribution to raising 
awareness of the need to discuss the issue 
in the Member States.
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Evaluating EU policy to improve legislation
EU institutions are putting ever more effort into improving regulation and engaging stake-
holders and citizens throughout the legislative cycle. Policy evaluation is an important part of 
ensuring that EU laws are fit for purpose and the EESC has a big say in this.

Since 2016, the EESC has contributed findings 
from organised civil society to several EU policy 
evaluations. It evaluated the functioning of EU 
consumer law, collecting views from Belgian, Lat-
vian, Italian, Polish and Spanish experts and civil 
society organisations on their experience with 
the Consumer Rights Directive, which sets out 
rules on contracts between consumers and busi-
nesses. These findings served as evidence in the 
Commission evaluations of the directive and were 
then used in the Commission’s impact assessment 
exploring a revision of EU consumer law.

The EESC did a similar job as part of a compre-
hensive review of EU consumer and marketing 
law. As laid down in its 2018 work programme, 
the Commission will build on all ex-post evalua-
tions carried out in this field (including that done 
by the EESC) in order to develop its “New deal 
for consumers”, which is aimed at strengthening 
judicial enforcement of consumer rights and out-
of-court redress for consumers.

Horizon 2020 and REFIT

Through the interim evaluation of the Horizon 
2020 programme for research and innovation car-
ried out by the EESC, evidence has been gathered 
through a questionnaire submitted to civil society 
bodies from Bulgaria, Finland, Germany and Portu-
gal, as well as missions to those countries. It placed 
particular emphasis on civil society organisations’ 
practical experience with the programme in terms 
of the relationship between science and society. 
The findings were included in the Commission 

evaluation and will help shape the next research 
and innovation programming period.

The EESC also participates in the REFIT platform, 
which advises the Commission on how to make 
EU legislation more efficient and reduce adminis-
trative burden, without jeopardising the achieve-
ment of policy objectives. This is an important 
avenue for following up EESC opinions.

The platform receives a continuous flow of sug-
gestions through the Lighten the load website5 
which gives citizens the chance to tell the Com-
mission how they think laws and initiatives could 
be improved. It analyses each suggestion careful-
ly and gives an opinion on it.

Three members from each EESC group represent 
the Committee on a rolling basis. They give rec-
ommendations on a range of technical topics 
based on past EESC work and input from each of 
the Committee’s sections.

 

5 https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/law-making-process/evaluating-and-improving-existing-
laws/refit-making-eu-law-simpler-and-less-costly/refit-platform/lighten-load_en

The objective of greater transparency and a 
stronger involvement of stakeholders throughout 
the whole life cycle of a legal act is in principle 
welcomed by the EESC.

EESC opinion on better regulation, addressing the 
question of consultation, openness and transparency
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Both the public consultation process and the consul-
tation of experts and stakeholders should be as open 
as possible, but cannot be a substitute for the consul-
tation of social partners and the Committee.

EESC opinion on REFIT
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A voice for young people
Reaching out to young people is a priority for the EESC. Since 2010, it has been doing that 
through its annual Your Europe, Your Say! (YEYS) event in Brussels, to which about 100 stu-
dents aged 16-18 (three per Member State and EU candidate country) accompanied by 33 
teachers are invited to argue for policies that young people in Europe care about. Prior to com-
ing to Brussels, the schools were visited by EESC members in a going local effort to tell stu-
dents about the Committee’s work and to promote dialogue on construction of the European 
project and civil society engagement.

As 2017 marked the 60th anniversary of the 
signing of the Treaties of Rome, the year’s YEYS 
event, which took place on 30-31 March, was a 
timely opportunity for participants to debate the 

achievements of the EU and make proposals for 
the future. Participating schools were picked 

at random from more than 600 applicants.

Once in Brussels, participants took part 
in a simulated plenary session, where 
they chose three proposals from a list 
of 10 for making Europe a better place 
and one more attuned to the needs and 
expectations of its citizens. Food waste 

reduction, better use of social media to 
improve information about the EU, edu-

cation to combat nationalism, the envi-
ronment, youth entrepreneurship and em-

ployment, integration of refugees, the deeper 
causes of terrorism and gender equality were 

their main preoccupations.
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From the 1970s on, we have experienced steadily growing prosperity.
But things that you today take for granted did not fall from the sky.
Older generations – your parents and grandparents – have built Europe’s 
prosperity, often at the cost of great sacrifices. Now it is up to you to ensure 
that Europe remains a continent of welfare and peace and to react and
stand up against populists who want to demolish our Europe.

Georges Dassis, president of the EESC (term of office October 2015  – April 2018),
opening speech to YEYS 2017 participants
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The three resolutions finally chosen were “Re-
duce food waste to help the impoverished and 
promote sustainability”, “Combat nationalism 
through interactive education and an interna-
tionally agreed history curriculum” and “Increase 
political interest in Europe by tapping the po-
tential of social media and education, and intro-
ducing attractive content and a Europe day for 
schools”. These were forwarded to the European 
Commission and the European Parliament.

A lasting impression

The young Europeans demonstrated a keen 
awareness of the issues at stake and wider Euro-
pean values. Through debate and negotiation in 

workshops, they overcame language and cultural 
barriers to assert their common European identity, 
and their energy and ideas left a lasting impres-
sion on EESC members and staff. Three of them – 
from the Czech Republic, Cyprus and the United 
Kingdom – were invited back to Brussels in June to 
present their arguments at the EESC Civil Society 
Days, where they addressed an audience of social 
partners and civil society stakeholders.

Under the title “United in diversity: a younger 
future for European culture”, the 2018 edition 
of YEYS will focus on issues like young Europe-
ans’ attachment to European culture, within the 
framework of the European Year of Cultural Her-
itage, which will be celebrated by the EESC and 
the other EU institutions.
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|   Europe’s economic prosperity   | 

Stability and prosperity for all Europeans
In 2014, the EESC was the first EU body to state that investment, growth and jobs should top 
the agenda for the 2014-19 legislative cycle. The Commission picked up the EESC’s proposals 
in its programme, with a EUR 315-billion investment plan, a focus on deeper and fairer Eco-
nomic and Monetary Union (EMU), strengthening the democratic dimension of EU institutions 
and greater involvement of national parliaments and civil society. Various proposals have since 
been tabled to advance this agenda, including the Five Presidents’ Report on completing EMU, 
the White Paper on the Future of Europe and the reflection papers on deepening of EMU and 
the future of EU finances. The EESC has contributed with a number of important opinions and 
debates, including a conference in Rome in March 2017 to mark the 60th anniversary of the 
signature of the EU’s founding treaties. It will continue to make civil society’s voice heard when 
decisions are taken on the EU economy.

The EESC believes that more and better Europe is 
needed for economic progress. This includes stim-
ulating economic reforms and EU-level invest-
ment, restructuring and increasing the EU budget 
and completing the economic, fiscal, financial and 
political pillars of EMU.

The Committee has adopted four opinions to 
serve as input into the reflection paper on 

deepening of EMU, the reflection paper on 
the future of EU finances, the mid-term re-

view of the Capital Markets Union (CMU) 
– a Commission plan to mobilise capital 
and channel it to companies and infra-
structure projects – and the recommen-
dations for the economic policy of the 
euro area within the European Semester 
(the EU framework for economic policy 

coordination). They address current eco-
nomic challenges and make proposals to 

tackle them.

For the euro area, the EESC advocates a bal-
anced mix of economic policies with interlinking 
fiscal, monetary and structural components. Struc-
tural reforms must focus on the entire EU, while la-
bour market reforms should promote high-quality 
jobs, with an emphasis on appropriate wages and 
social justice. Furthermore, the EESC calls on the 
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EU governance needs a common sense of purpose that goes 
beyond technical approaches and measures. It is primarily a 
matter of political will and a shared vision of Europe’s future.

Joost van Iersel, president of the EESC Section for Economic and 
Monetary Union and Economic and Social Cohesion

European Council to revise its rejection of a pos-
itive fiscal stance for the euro area. Such a stance 
would increase expenditure to support demand 
and sustain the current encouraging economic 
outlook.

Deepening Economic and 
Monetary Union

Deepening EMU is crucial for supporting mon-
etary and economic policies and fostering sta-
bility and prosperity. The European Semester 
should involve the European and national par-
liaments, social partners and civil society, and 
have a strong social dimension. In addition, 
the banking union, which is aimed at 
ensuring that EU banks are strong-
er and better supervised, should 
be completed to restore the 
financial sector to health. 
There is also a need to en-
sure that fiscal and macroe-
conomic imbalance rules act 
to keep the economy stable and 
are supported by a fiscal stabilisa-
tion function to maintain investment 
levels. Finally, the EESC recommends cre-
ating the position of a democratically account-
able Euro Finance Minister to ensure coherence 
between EMU policies.

With regard to the future of EU finances, the EESC 
welcomes the focus on European added value as 
a basic principle underpinning EU spending and 
views this as a chance to overcome the “juste re-
tour” attitude, whereby each Member State aims 
to secure the best net financial position from 
the EU budget. The budget should be more flex-
ible and results-oriented, and make more use of 

innovative financial instruments. The EESC rec-
ommends first defining political priorities with 
European added value and then determining the 
required resources. Notwithstanding the impact 
of Brexit on the post-2020 financial framework, the 
Committee calls for an increase in the EU budget 
of above 1% of EU GDP.

In relation to the Capital Markets Union (CMU), 
the EESC urges all Member States to implement 
it speedily to give the EU economy fresh impe-
tus and supports the introduction of a system 
to assess progress on this. The CMU is neither 
a voluntary exercise nor a one-size-fits-all ap-
proach and local needs and the role of bank fi-

nancing for SMEs must be taken into 
account. Together, the CMU and 

the banking union can ensure the 
establishment of a financial union, 

which is an important pillar of EMU.

The Commission’s work programme 
shows the intention of making spe-
cific proposals in all of these areas. 
But political leaders at all levels 
must also use the economic re-
covery to build consensus and 

strengthen unity among Member 
States. Decisions to advance EU-wide economic 
governance need to be taken before the end of 
the current legislative term. As part of this, the 
completion of EMU along the lines indicated by 
the EESC and an increase in the number of coun-
tries in the euro area in line with their individual 
readiness should remain priorities. The EESC will 
continue to focus on strengthening economic 
and social cohesion and ensuring upward con-
vergence so as to bring the benefits of economic 
stability and prosperity to all Europeans.
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Tackling tax uncertainty for investment
and jobs
At a time when the EU needs to promote inclusive growth and increase job opportunities, 
obstacles to investment stemming from tax uncertainty, tax avoidance and burdensome 
tax-related administration must be overcome. A level playing field with effective taxation 
and elimination of double taxation is paramount. Having drawn up an opinion on a proposal 
for a directive on double taxation dispute resolution, the EESC played a key role in forging 
agreement on the final directive during negotiations at the Council of the EU.

One of the main barriers to cross-border invest-
ment and the smooth functioning of the internal 
market is double taxation, arising when more than 
one Member State claims the right to tax returns 
on the same investment. As of 2017, the Europe-
an Commission estimated that there were some 
900 ongoing double taxation disputes in the EU, 
with EUR 10.5 billion at stake. The risk of becoming 
embroiled in such disputes deters investors, to the 
detriment of job creation and tax revenues.

The importance of elimination of double taxation 
for investment and growth has been recognised 
by the G20 leaders and is now a focus of global at-
tention. In this, the EU has led the way. Its proposal 
for a directive on resolving international tax dis-
putes went further than an Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
proposal on the same issue by setting a time limit 
for dispute resolution and demanding elimination 

of double taxation. Many Member States were ini-
tially hesitant, moving forward with development 
of EU rules while also participating in OECD and 
G20 discussions.

Quality EESC proposals

Issued in early 2017, the EESC opinion on the 
EU proposal stressed that urgent action was vi-
tal. Contact with the Finance Minister of the EU 
Presidency and senior Member State officials 
helped to make the proposal a priority and reach 
consensus in the Council. Engagement with civ-
il society and the European Parliament further 
highlighted the need for support of the proposal. 
Agreement was reached in the Council in June 
2017 and the directive was adopted in October 
2017, after the European Parliament gave its sup-
port. Member States are now committed to fast 
implementation.

The Commission is currently engaging Member 
States in a new body under Fiscalis 2020 – an EU 
programme for cooperation between national 
tax administrations. It meets with a view to pro-
viding advice on implementation of the directive 
and has contacted the EESC regarding its possi-
ble participation. The EESC will continue to work 
with the Commission and Member States to en-
sure rapid, effective and uniform implementation 
of the directive, given its importance for growth 
and prosperity.
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The risk of becoming embroiled in double 
taxation disputes deters investors, to the 
detriment of job creation and tax revenues. 
The EESC stresses that urgent action on 
resolving international tax disputes is vital.
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The benefits of civil society monitoring 
mechanisms for trade agreements are now 
widely recognised, thanks to the EESC’s efforts.

EU trade to benefit everyone
The EESC believes that open, fair and rules-based trade can help bring prosperity, innovation 
and peace. It also attaches significant importance to the establishment of a level playing field 
for producers and exporters in European and third countries. That is why the Committee is 
asking for stronger anti-dumping and subsidy rules, increased access to third country public 
procurement markets for EU companies and a trade policy that makes a real contribution to 
reaching the sustainable development goals both in the EU and globally.

The EESC also believes that the benefits of interna-
tional trade are not solely economic. Indeed, trade 
is a formidable tool to promote EU values in third 
countries, as stated in the Lisbon Treaty, and the 
Committee follows trade agreement negotiations 
closely. At the European Commission’s request, it 
has set up and manages civil society mechanisms 
for monitoring trade and sustainable devel-
opment chapters within all recent 
agreements, namely those 
with South Korea, Colombia, 
Peru and Ecuador, Cen-
tral America, Moldova, 
Georgia, Ukraine and 
the Caribbean Forum.

These mechanisms, 
in which EESC mem-
bers and other civil 
society organisations 
participate, are the main 
space for civil society input 
into implementation of trade 
agreements. They are thus an im-
portant channel for dialogue and cooper-
ation with civil society in the EU’s trading partner 
countries, and are often seen as the public face of 
the EU in those countries.

Since the signature of the agreement with South 
Korea in 2009, the EESC has organised more than 
60 meetings to give a voice to civil society on relat-
ed matters. These include implementation of In-
ternational Labour Organisation (ILO) conventions 

on workers’ rights in partner countries, market ac-
cess for SMEs, application of multilateral environ-

mental conventions, scope for civil society 
participation in evaluation of trade 

agreements and cooperation 
on issues such as corpo-

rate social responsibility 
and emission trading 

schemes.

With agreements with 
Canada and Japan 
being concluded or 

approaching conclu-
sion, the EESC is working 

with civil society in those 
countries to ensure rapid 

establishment of mechanisms 
to monitor the agreements. The 

Committee was the only EU institution to 
launch preparatory talks with civil society organi-
sations in both countries, and as a result, counter-
parts in Canada and Japan are well prepared for 
the role that they are expected to play once the 
agreements are signed.

The benefits of civil society monitoring mecha-
nisms for trade agreements are now widely recog-
nised, thanks to the EESC’s efforts.

 

   
|  

 E
ur

op
e’

s 
ec

on
om

ic
 p

ro
sp

er
ity

   
| 



20

Counterfeiting and piracy – a scourge
that has to be stopped
The counterfeit goods industry is detrimental to jobs and growth and deprives governments 
of billions of euros in tax revenues every year. Imports of fake goods have doubled worldwide 
over 10 years due to digital trade, and the phenomenon affects nearly all industrial sectors – 
particularly those in which intellectual property rights (IPR) play a key role – as well as creating 
public health and environmental risks. Criminal networks see counterfeiting as profitable and 
safe, with transport costs low and circumvention of customs controls easy. In July 2017, the 
EESC adopted an opinion aimed at raising awareness of this issue and encouraging the EU 
institutions to fight it in all its forms.

Although data on illegal activity relies on estimates, 
figures show that the counterfeiting industry 
is now comparable in size to Europe’s main 
industrial sectors. United Nations figures put the 
value of worldwide trade in counterfeit products 
at EUR 600 billion. The OECD estimates that, in the 
EU in 2013, up to 5% or EUR 85 billion of imported 
goods were pirated, while counterfeiting is 
responsible for the loss of roughly 800 000 jobs 
and EUR 14.3 billion in annual tax revenues.

This is a big problem for the EU given that 39% of 
its GDP and 26% of its jobs come from IPR-inten-
sive industries. The clothing, footwear and acces-
sories sector suffers yearly sales losses of EUR 26.3 
billion (9.7% of turnover), while corresponding fig-
ures for handbags and luggage, and toys are EUR 
1.6 billion (12.7%) and EUR 1.4 billion (12.3%) re-
spectively. The cosmetics, health, food, luxury and 
construction sectors are also seriously affected.

On 7 April 2017, the EESC Consultative Commis-
sion on Industrial Change (CCMI6) organised a 
public hearing, inviting experts from affected in-
dustries, business and workers’ associations and 
the European Commission. One participating 
company was French luxury leather goods maker 
Longchamp. Employing 3 000 people and with 
annual revenue of EUR 560 million, it spends EUR 
2.5 million a year on an anti-counterfeiting task-
force and had 472 webpages, 2 835 Facebook 
accounts and 8 626 advertisements taken down 
in 2016. “Despite these huge investments, we 
cannot solve the problem without the necessary 
legal framework,” said Chief Executive Officer, Jean 
Cassegrain. He asked the EESC to push the EU in-
stitutions to adapt legislation to the Internet age, 
as well as demanding accountability from inter-
mediaries such as digital platforms, banks, credit 
card providers and transport operators.

Harmonising criminal law

Following the public hearing, the EESC opinion 
was adopted. It is the first time an EU body has 
tackled piracy and counterfeiting in a way that 
goes beyond a solely intellectual property rights 
(IPR)-based approach. The Committee distin-
guishes between two kinds of counterfeiting: IPR 
infringements with no health and safety threats 
and counterfeiting as a criminal act.
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If we do not act now, we risk multilateral problems such as 
failure in research, innovation and investment, damage to 
image and quality, serious risks to health, safety and the 
environment, loss of fiscal and para-fiscal revenues, and 
failure to tackle organised crime.

Antonello Pezzini of the EESC Employers’ Group, highlighting 
the consequences of inaction against counterfeiting
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Stamping out counterfeiting and piracy is vital to 
ensure healthy growth of free trade. Sectoral, na-
tional, European and multilateral measures must 
counter job, production, investment and tax rev-
enue losses, damage to image and quality due to 
lack of technical conformity of products and fake 
conformity certificates and markings, and health, 
safety and environmental risks. Other aspects 
that need to be tackled include the absence of 
quality checks for counterfeit food, and security 
problems and organised crime, including financ-
ing of terrorism.

In the private sector, brand 
owners should establish 
partnerships with web-
site providers, content 
producers, electronic 
payment operators, 
advertising networks 
and Internet domain 
registrars. This should 
be backed up by pub-
lic sector measures such 
as updating and strength-
ening the EU IPR regulatory 
framework and harmonising 
and adapting national laws, which 
currently appear inadequate to cover online 
sales. The EESC also recommends increased pri-
vate-public collaboration on traceability so as to 
optimise the effectiveness of customs operations 
and wider installation of technology to facilitate 
communication between detection and risk 
management systems, thus enabling e-com-
merce businesses and IPR holders to prevent 
infringements.

A new EU framework for tackling counterfeiting 
for the period 2018-2021 should include a co-
ordinated action plan aimed at strengthening 
relevant legislation. In addition, it should foresee 
adoption of common criteria for collecting statis-
tics and tasking of EU authorities with gathering 
comparable data on links between counterfeit 
products and accidents, fires and deaths.

Measures to control health and security risks 
should be accompanied by development of a 

single EU customs system and of the 
approach to combating counter-

feiting as a criminal act. Coor-
dinated action is required 

on e-commerce, includ-
ing as regards payment 

methods and adver-
tising, as are com-
mon rules to monitor 
online sales of medi-
cines, food and other 

sensitive products.

Internationally, anti-coun-
terfeiting clauses should 

be included in EU trade agree-
ments and measures should be taken 

to monitor the world’s 3 000 free-trade zones, 
as well as the entire supply chain. Awareness 
raising must alert consumers to risks and teach 
them how to identify counterfeit products, while 
a strong anti-counterfeiting campaign should 
be implemented within and outside the internal 
market in parallel with national campaigns.

6 CCMI: acronym used only in French for Commission consultative des mutations industrielles.
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We also need to raise awareness. It is important that people be not only informed 
about the potential risks the purchase of a counterfeit product could pose to their 
health and security, but also aware of the horrible circumstances – including forced 
labour and harmful environmental conditions – in which these goods are often 
produced and what damage counterfeiting does to our economy and jobs.

Hannes Leo, Delegate to the EESC Consultative Commission on Industrial Change (CCMI)
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|   The social dimension   | 

Social rights and the future of work
Years of austerity and lack of social progress have led to dissatisfaction with the European pro-
ject and the EESC has long called for a stronger social dimension to the EU. Its proposals include 
establishment of a minimum income and support for social investments. At the same time, the 
world of work is changing, with production becoming fragmented and employment forms more 
diverse. The EESC has taken up this topic in order to mitigate risks for workers. Along with these 
developments, the Europe 2020 strategy is moving towards its conclusion and the Committee is 
reflecting on lessons learned. While notable progress has been made in areas such as education 
and energy, improvements in employment and social inclusion have been modest.

The EESC welcomed the European Commission’s 
proposal for a European Pillar of Social Rights 
(EPSR) and, in preparing its January 2017 opinion 
on the proposal, organised civil society debates 
in all 28 Member States. Participants generally 
supported the proposal’s 20 principles and rights, 
emphasising the need to better coordinate eco-
nomic and social policies and enhance the EU’s 
social dimension.

The EPSR had a prominent place in the EESC’s cel-
ebration of the 60th anniversary of the signature 
of the Treaties of Rome on 13 March 2017. It was 
concluded at the event that the EU has no future 
without a social dimension and shoring this up 
will create opportunities for business. Members 
also stressed the need to pay attention to the 
quality of work on offer and jobs for young people.

In October 2017, the EESC adopted a second 
opinion on the EPSR, requesting an implemen-
tation roadmap and clear assignment of tasks to 
the various actors. It identified areas for EU- and 
national-level action, such as jobs, working condi-
tions, social protection, social services and income 
support, taking the view that a focus on outcomes 
is needed for upwards social convergence. The 
opinion supported the introduction of more bind-
ing measures in the European Semester, the EU’s 
annual economic governance framework, includ-
ing benchmarks for employment, education and 
welfare, adding that if national initiatives to imple-
ment the EPSR do not materialise, EU measures 
should be proposed.

The EESC sees the EPSR as a first step towards strik-
ing the right policy balance between sustainable 
economic growth and social progress. Following 
the proclamation of the pillar in November 2017, 
the Committee is continuing to work for its imple-
mentation. This included an opinion on the first 
Commission proposal in the framework of the 
EPSR on a directive on work-life balance for par-
ents and carers to tackle the unequal distribution 
of care responsibilities in families and reverse the 
resulting lower participation of women in the la-
bour market.

The EESC has called for a stronger social 
dimension to the EU. Its proposals include 
establishment of a minimum income and 
support for social investments.
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The future of work

In 2016, the Dutch and Slovak presidencies of 
the Council of the EU requested the EESC’s view 
on new forms of employment relationship and 
their impact on working conditions and social 
security. The Committee was invited to present 
its opinion at a meeting of the Employment, So-
cial Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council 
in Bratislava in July 2016.

The Committee’s main message was that further 
analysis of the impact of digitalisation on 
work is needed. The EU and its so-
cial partners must ensure that 
current developments lead 
to fair and sustainable re-
sults and that any grey 
areas in terms of rights 
and protections are 
addressed. The EESC 
called for joint EU, 
OECD and ILO action 
to develop provisions 
on decent working 
conditions and social 
protection for online work-
ers and for new forms of work 
to be taken into account in a revi-
sion of the Written Statement Directive, 
which gives employees the right to be notified in 
writing of the main aspects of their employment 
relationship.

The ILO invited the EESC to contribute to its cen-
tenary initiative on the future of work and linked 
to this, the two parties held a high-level confer-
ence in 2016. ILO Director-General, Guy Ryder, 
European Commissioner for Employment, Social 
Affairs, Skills and Labour Mobility, Marianne Thys-
sen, Slovak Secretary of State for Labour, Social 
Affairs and Family, Branislav Ondruš, and EESC 
President, Georges Dassis, explored the future 

world of work in four sessions on work and soci-
ety, decent jobs for all, the organisation of work 
and production, and the governance of work. 
Discussion touched on ideas such as basic in-
come, sharing of working time, transversal skills, 
robotisation and the cooperative enterprise 
model. It was concluded that governance instru-
ments should be adapted to new forms of work.

In 2017, the Estonian presidency requested opin-
ions on the new forms of work and skills, and 

on the role of social partners and 
other civil society organisations. 

The Bulgarian presidency re-
quested opinions on the 

future of work and on 
a socially sustainable 
concept for raising 
living standards and 
boosting growth and 
employment. The 

EESC also adopted an 
own-initiative opinion 

on sustainable social se-
curity systems in the digi-

tal era. In these opinions, the 
Committee stressed the need to 

facilitate job transitions, ensure availa-
bility of appropriate skills and improve education 
and lifelong learning.

The EESC believes that effective national- and 
EU-level social dialogue will help steer transfor-
mations in such a way as to reap the benefits 
and avoid the pitfalls. A serious debate on how 
to balance economic growth and social progress 
is unavoidable and the EESC has a pivotal role in 
helping to reach consensus on objectives and in-
teractions between the two sides.

Further analysis of the impact of digitalisation on work is 
needed. The EU and its social partners must ensure that 
current developments lead to fair and sustainable results.
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2017 EESC
CIVIL SOCIETY PRIZE 



The European Semester is an important 
tool for generating inclusive growth. The 
EESC proposes to supplement it with social, 
environmental and sustainability targets.

25SHAPING EUROPE

A prize for labour market 
integration initiatives

Launched in 2006, the EESC’s Civil Society Prize 
highlights the efforts of citizens and organi-
sations all over Europe to improve life in their 
communities. The 2017 edition rewarded initia-
tives supporting the labour market integration 
of groups requiring specific support. The EESC 
received over 100 applications from 25 Member 
States and a total of EUR 50 000 was shared be-
tween five projects.

German project Discovering Hands, which trains 
blind and visually impaired women to use their 
superior tactile sense to detect breast cancer 
early, was awarded EUR 14 000. Four other in-
itiatives were awarded EUR 9 000 each. REvive 
Greece helps refugees and migrants to integrate 
by teaching them computer programming and 
connecting them with European entrepreneurs. 
DUO for a JOB from Belgium offers a free 6-month 
service for young migrant job seekers who are 
mentored by people over 50 with experience in 
a similar field. Progetto Quid is an Italian ethical 
fashion brand which helps vulnerable groups to 
enter the labour market. Laundry ID, from Spain, 
creates jobs for people with disabilities in a laun-
dry adapted to their needs.

Europe 2020 and the European 
Semester

Progress towards targets under the EU’s Europe 
2020 Strategy for achieving smart, sustainable 
and inclusive growth is monitored throughout 
the European Semester. The Semester begins 
with the annual growth survey, setting out gen-
eral economic and social priorities, and by the 
end of the cycle, each Member State receives 
recommendations for ensuring growth and 
meeting Europe 2020 targets.

The EESC sees the Semester as an important tool 
for generating inclusive growth. In its opinions 
on the 2016 and 2017 annual growth surveys, 
it proposed to supplement the Semester with 
social, environmental and sustainability targets. 
In addition, the Committee’s 2017 report on or-
ganised civil society in the European Semester, 
produced on the basis of contributions from 
national economic and social councils, raises the 
concern that the Semester’s social dimension 
may have been weakened by excessive focus on 
macroeconomic indicators.

Viewing social policy as a shared competence, 
the EESC has stressed the need to reach consen-
sus on who should do what in this area. Moreo-
ver, Europe’s social dimension cannot be seen in 
isolation, but has to be connected to econom-
ic issues such as EMU and the internal market. 
Given the European Semester’s key role in re-
balancing economic and social policy, the EESC 
welcomed the Commission’s plans in its 2018 
Work Programme to increase the focus on social 
issues in the Semester by integrating the new 
Social Scoreboard (a set of social indicators that 
accompanies the EPSR) into the process. This will 
improve monitoring of social progress and make 
social policy guidance more relevant.
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Addressing the challenges of migration
The arrival of large numbers of migrants and refugees in Europe in recent years has attracted a 
lot of attention. Civil society organisations have devoted time and resources to addressing short- 
and long-term challenges arising from this and in representing civil society interests, the EESC 
attaches high importance to the issue.

The Committee conducted 11 fact-finding mis-
sions in various EU Member States, covering no-
tably the Balkan route and the main receiving 
countries. It concluded that the tragic humanitar-
ian situation in many countries could have been 
worse without civil society organisations.

Findings from the missions, including recommen-
dations for addressing the crisis, were presented 
to Member States and EU institutions. Some, such 
as completion of a common European asylum 
system, review of the Dublin Regulation, which es-
tablishes the Member State responsible for exam-
ining an asylum application, and strengthening 
of the European Border and Coast Guard Agency 
(Frontex), were taken up in European Commission 
legislative proposals.

A group to which the EESC pays particular at-
tention are migrants with disabilities. A mission 
to Greece led to submission of a project to the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) by the Greek National Confederation of 
Disabled People to train UNHCR and NGO staff on 
support for this group. The EESC was also involved 
in the organisation of two conferences on the top-
ic, one of which took place at the UN headquarters 
in New York.

The Committee has placed integration of refu-
gees, particularly into the job market, high on the 
agenda, dealing with related challenges and op-
portunities against the background of an ageing 
European population. At the request of the Dutch 
Presidency of the Council of the EU, it adopted an 
opinion on the topic, as well as holding various 
public events.

Further fact-finding missions have been organised 
in cooperation with the European Foundation for 
the Improvement of Living and Working Condi-
tions (Eurofound) and several other conferences 
have been held. Through these activities, the EESC 
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The Committee has placed integration of 
refugees, particularly into the job market, high 
on the agenda, dealing with related challenges 
and opportunities against the background of 
an ageing European population.
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has put forward innovative grassroot-level practic-
es and called for more investment into and faster 
labour market access for refugees. Its conclusions 
on the issue were presented to EU institutions and 
led to further cooperation with several Commis-
sion services. Labour market inclusion of migrants 
is also the focus of the 2018 meeting of the Eu-
ropean Migration Forum (EMF), organised by the 
EESC and the Commission.

2016 Civil Society Prize

Further highlighting the role of civil society in 
helping refugees and migrants, the 2016 EESC 
Civil Society Prize was dedicated to organisations 
working to improve their lives and foster integra-
tion. The 284 applications received – the highest 
ever – is proof of the invaluable work civil society 
does in this field.

The winners are five outstanding examples of sol-
idarity: Hungary’s Artemisio Foundation provides 
assistance programmes for migrants and refugees; 
SOS Mediterrannee is a German-led project which 
helped to save some 5 000 lives at sea; Greek baker 
Dionysis Arvanitakis distributed bread and pastries 
to thousands of hungry and desperate migrants; 
a branch of Spanish NGO SOS Racismo brought 

thousands of local residents and migrants to eat 
together and get to know each other; and Greek 
NGO Iliaktida covers the basic needs of refugees 
and migrants through the work of volun-
teers.

Integration of migrants was also dis-
cussed at the EESC’s annual Your Europe 
Your Say! gathering of European school 
pupils. Participants’ resolutions on the need 
to change the media narrative about migrants, 
reforming the Dublin Regulation system and 
providing education for refugees were presented 
to the other EU institutions at the 2017 European 
Migration Forum meeting.
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2016 EESC
CIVIL SOCIETY PRIZE 
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Women in Transport – EU Platform for Change
Europe has seen more and more women working in all sectors in recent decades. While this 
generalised growth continues, the transport sector is still male dominated, with women ac-
counting for only 22% of employees. The EESC believes that gender neutral policies can change 
this situation, noting that it is an economic and social imperative to improve gender equality in 
transport in terms of jobs, innovation, sustainability and EU growth.

The EESC has been actively involved in promot-
ing gender balance in the sector. Drafted at the 
request of the European Commission, two ex-
ploratory opinions on the subject were adopted 
by the EESC and presented at various high-level 
events. The Committee also put forward the idea 
of setting up a “Platform for Change”, which was 
endorsed by the Commission as a good way of 
fostering actions to increase female employment 
and equal opportunities.

On 27 November 2017, EESC President, Georges 
Dassis, and European Commissioner for Mobility 
and Transport, Violeta Bulc, officially launched the 
platform, which enables transport stakeholders 
to highlight their gender equality efforts and ex-
change good practices. Co-organised by the EESC 
and the Commission, the launch conference was 
well attended and included opening and closing 
speeches from prominent representatives of the 
EU Presidency and institutions.

Reflection on key topics

A main feature of the conference was a brain-
storming session in which participants explored 
how the platform works. They were split into small 
groups to reflect on key topics and propose ac-
tions related to setting of female employment tar-
gets, opportunities arising from innovation, initia-
tives to fight gender-based violence at work and 
the feasibility of introducing more flexible shifts to 
improve work-life balance.

At the end of the event, participants were invited 
to sign a declaration on equal opportunities draft-
ed by the Commission in close cooperation with 
the EESC following a consultation process involv-
ing all stakeholders. 

The platform will be managed by the Europe-
an Commission and will function on a voluntary 
and collaborative basis. Membership is open to all 
transport actors implementing actions aimed at 
increasing female employment and equal oppor-
tunities in the sector.
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It is an economic and social imperative to 
improve gender equality in transport in terms of 
jobs, innovation, sustainability and EU growth.
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|   Sustainability   | 

A sustainable and fair supply of healthy food
In recent years, the EESC has been at the forefront of efforts to promote a more integrated 
approach to food policy. This involves going beyond security of supply and moving towards 
a sustainable, healthy and fair system by addressing both production and consumption and 
bringing together all food-related sectors, including agriculture, the environment, health, 
education, trade, the economy and technology.

Unequal degrees of influence in the food sup-
ply chain and a tendency to overproduce have 
brought prices down, reducing farmers’ income 
and increasing waste – with EU consumers wast-
ing around a third of what they buy. More than 
half of all adults are now overweight or obese, 
which is a major determinant of cardiovascu-
lar disease, diabetes and certain types of cancer. 
Food systems also play a role in climate change, 
soil degradation, deforestation, loss of biodiversity, 
and air and water pollution.

Sectoral policy frameworks are no longer suffi-
cient to tackle the interrelated problems affecting 
food systems. Thanks to its position as a forum 
for cooperation between stakeholders across the 
food chain, including farmers, workers, processors, 
retailers and consumers, the EESC is making a key 
contribution to the creation of a more compre-
hensive food policy. Such a policy will increase 
coherence between different areas, strengthen 
awareness of the value of food and promote a 
long-term shift towards sustainability.

Transitions to sustainable
food policies

With its adoption of several opinions and the or-
ganisation of related events, the EESC has brought 
civil society concerns regarding the environmen-
tal, social, health and economic impacts of food 
production and consumption to the attention of 
the other EU institutions. It has highlighted the 
importance of transitions to more integrated and 
sustainable food policies at local, regional and na-
tional level, particularly as regards the role of civil 

society and community initiatives, such as short 
food supply chains, alternative food networks and 
communal farming. A comprehensive EU food 
policy should create a framework in which such 
initiatives can flourish.

Specific efforts are needed to fight food waste, 
and getting the EU framework right is key to this 
endeavour. The EESC called for EU action to facili-
tate food donation in Member States as a means 
of simultaneously reducing waste and tackling 
poverty, which has resulted in the adoption of 
EU-wide food donation guidelines. The Commit-
tee also participates in the EU Platform on Food 
Losses and Food Waste, set up by the European 
Commission to exchange good practices and pro-
mote concrete measures with the aim of halving 
waste by 2030.

Last but not least, the EESC practices what it 
preaches. As part of its internal environmental 
policy (EU Eco-Management and Audit Scheme 
– EMAS), the Committee has launched several 
in-house initiatives to promote sustainable and 
healthy food and reduce waste, including food 
donations.

The EESC called for EU action to facilitate food 
donation in Member States as a means of 
simultaneously reducing waste and tackling 
poverty, which has resulted in the adoption of 
EU-wide food donation guidelines.
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Towards a circular economy and
a sustainable future
The circular economy has been widely discussed among Brussels-based organisations since the 
European Commission put forward its initial circular economy package in 2014, followed by a 
more ambitious proposal in 2015. Many national, regional and sectoral initiatives exist, and the 
EESC is committed to giving them an EU-level space for discussion. In terms of sustainability 
more generally, the EU needs a broad, long-term vision that now goes beyond Europe 2020. 
The EESC’s October 2017 opinion, “The transition towards a more European future – a strategy 
for 2050”, makes recommendations for such a strategy and will serve as a basis for many future 
EESC activities.

How do stakeholders – whether businesses, trade 
unions, consumers, local authorities or NGOs – 
become part of the transition towards a circular 

economy? How do they share expertise to en-
sure that the transition is widely accepted 

and carried out in a systematic way? See-
ing a need for action on this, the Euro-

pean Circular Economy Stakeholder 
Platform was set up as a joint initia-
tive by the EESC and the European 
Commission.

The platform provides a space 
for exchange to speed up ini-
tiatives which support moves 
towards a circular economy that 

can benefit everyone. It high-
lights cross-sectoral opportunities 

and enables stakeholders to share 
solutions to specific challenges and 

build bridges between existing initia-
tives. By helping to enhance the impact 

of stakeholders’ actions, the platform will 
contribute to meeting climate and sustainable 

development goals while also creating economic 
opportunities. An annual conference gives plat-
form members the chance to get together in per-
son, while a dedicated website7 provides an online 
meeting place for them to exchange best practic-
es and promote events to share knowledge.

   
|  

 S
us

ta
in

ab
ili

ty
   

| 



31SHAPING EUROPE

The platform is co-managed by the EESC and the 
Commission Directorates-General for the Envi-
ronment and for Internal Market, Industry, Entre-
preneurship and SMEs. In its role as the platform 
secretariat, the EESC is in charge of its day-to-day 
running and has helped establish a coordination 
group of 24 stakeholders to maximise outputs. A 
call for expression of interest for potential group 
members was launched in summer 2017, receiv-
ing 192 applications, and the inaugural meeting 
was held on 22 November 2017.

Looking towards 2050

Against a background of digitalisation and globali-
sation, Europe faces three major issues: depletion 
of natural resources, including climate change and 
biodiversity loss; social inequality, including youth 
unemployment and industrial decline in many re-
gions; and loss of trust in government, the politi-
cal establishment and the EU. Whether, over time, 
digitalisation and globalisation will have a positive 
or negative impact as regards these issues de-
pends on how they are managed.

The EESC has called on the Commission to pre-
pare a long-term strategy for Europe’s sustainable 
development, with the aim of fostering measures 
that strengthen its economy in order to generate 
social and environmental benefits. Such a strategy 
should be clear, horizontally and vertically inte-
grated, manageable and participatory.

The EESC’s opinion on a strategy for 2050 identifies 
and analyses key areas of work for the EU institu-
tions. These include the impact of digitalisation on 
the labour market and the environment, lifelong 
learning in the digital age, EU competitiveness in a 
changing world, sustainable finance and taxation, 
and challenges of the development of new eco-
nomic models. In addition, the democratic deficit 
in the EU legislative process needs to be tackled, 
while multi-stakeholder coalitions and integration 
of independent expertise into policy formulation 
should be promoted.

It is also vital to move towards a low-carbon, cir-
cular and eco-friendly economy, including by 
overcoming barriers to decentralisation of energy 
production. However, this shift must be fair for all. 
Creation of a new EU mechanism to serve a sus-
tainable development strategy can support this 
great transition.

In addressing all of these challenges, policymakers 
must tap into the wisdom of civil society. More-
over, civil society input is essential for ensuring 
coherence with actions at national and regional 
levels. Indeed, social entrepreneurship, citizen 
initiatives and community work supported by 
the EESC provide examples of how bottom-up 
sustainable development can be successfully 
achieved.

7 http://circulareconomy.europa.eu/platform/

It is crucial to prepare a long-term strategy for Europe’s 
sustainable development, with the aim of fostering measures 
that strengthen its economy in order to generate social and 
environmental benefits.
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Europe on the Move
Transport and mobility are crucial for Europe’s economy and competitiveness. The transport 
industry directly employs more than 11 million people and thus accounts for about 5% of gross 
domestic product in the EU. Moreover, mobility has a major impact on daily lives of European 
citizens, who spend approximately 13% of their household expenditure on transport.

However, the sector is currently undergoing a 
number of profound technological, economic 
and social transformations which challenge its tra-
ditional features.

In order to turn these challenges into opportuni-
ties and to modernise mobility and transport in 
Europe, the European Commission came up with 
a wide-ranging set of proposals in 2017 (while still 
planning to publish some others in 2018).

The overarching communica-
tion “Europe on the Move” 
and respective legisla-
tive initiatives reflect 
the EU’s aim of 
making rapid 

progress towards the establishment by 2025 of a 
clean, competitive and well-connected mobility 
system, which integrates all means of transport, 
spans the entire EU and connects it both with its 
immediate neighbours and the wider world.

The EESC carefully follows all of these develop-
ments and contributes to shaping the new pol-
icies, focusing on four overarching themes: the 
achievement of a well-functioning internal market 
(including as regards market access), decarbonisa-
tion, digitalisation and the social dimension of the 
transport sector. The Committee works in close 
cooperation with other EU institutions, in particu-
lar the European Parliament whose Committee for 

Transport and Tourism (TRAN) invited 
the EESC rapporteurs to pres-

ent their conclusions on 
the mobility package 

at the TRAN meet-
ing on the issue.

   
|  

 S
us

ta
in

ab
ili

ty
   

| 

Transport and mobility are crucial for Europe’s 
economy and competitiveness. The EESC carefully 
follows all developments and contributes to 
shaping new policies in this field.
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Making Europe’s energy system sustainable
The EESC’s efforts to make Europe’s energy system sustainable revolve around a vision of putting 
civil society in the driving seat of Europe’s energy transition. This vision rests on three pillars: Euro-
pean Energy Dialogue (EED), the fight against energy poverty and support for energy prosumers.

The EESC has produced more than 20 opin-
ions in response to the European Commission’s 
Energy Union strategy launched in 2015 to 
ensure that Europe has secure, affordable and 
climate-friendly energy. Most notably, the Com-
mittee has produced annual opinions on the 
state of the energy union reports and debat-
ed them in plenary sessions with Commission 
Vice-President, Maros Šefčovič.

EESC members have also presented civil socie-
ty views on the energy transition at high-level 
conferences – frequently in the presence of the 
Vice-President, Mr Šefčovič and the Commission-
er, Miguel Arias Cañete – including the Energy 
Infrastructure Forum in Copenhagen, the Citizens’ 
Energy Forum in London, EU Sustainable Energy 
Week, the European Nuclear Energy Forum in 
Bratislava and Prague, and the Clean Energy For Is-
lands Forum on Crete. In all of these activities, the 
Committee has highlighted three pillars on which 
the vision of an energy union developed by and 
for citizens rests.

Three pillars

Firstly, European Energy Dialogue. Since it was 
mooted in a 2013 EESC opinion on needs and 
methods of public involvement in energy policy, 
the idea of organising regular dialogue between 
citizens, civil society, and European, national and 
local decision makers has gained momentum. 
The Commission recognised a need for this when 
spelling out its vision for the energy union and in 
its work on its governance. The EESC’s September 
2017 EED conference in Brussels underlined the 
value of bringing together all stakeholders.

Secondly, the EESC has a long record of emphasis-
ing the importance of fighting energy poverty. A 
2001 opinion adopted by the Consultative Com-
mittee to the European Coal and Steel Union, now 
merged into the EESC, was one of the first times 
an EU institution mentioned energy poverty, and 
the EESC continues to shape debate on the mat-
ter. In its 2013 opinion on measures to prevent 
and combat energy poverty, it proposed the es-
tablishment of an energy poverty observatory. 
With the Commission’s November 2016 “Clean 
Energy for All Europeans” package, this observato-
ry became a reality and will bolster the evidence 
base for tackling energy poverty.

Thirdly, the EESC advocates strengthening energy 
prosumers (households that produce and con-
sume energy) and local renewable energy com-
munities. Building on its 2015 report on civic en-
ergy, the Committee has discussed barriers to and 
opportunities for decentralised energy generation 
with a range of stakeholders and in six opinions. 
It welcomes the strengthening of prosumers’ and 
energy communities’ rights in proposals made in 
the Clean Energy for All Europeans package.

The Committee will continue its efforts to improve 
the political and economic position of citizens and 
civil society in the energy transition. Given the rise 
of populist forces, making the energy union work 
for everyone, especially the most vulnerable, is a 
key challenge and offers unique opportunities for 
European decision makers to strengthen the Euro-
pean project.

For the EESC, the energy union should be organised
by and for the citizens.

Pierre Jean Coulon, president of the EESC Section for 
Transport, Energy, Infrastructure and Information Society
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Smart cities and islands as laboratories
for sustainability
The EESC takes a special interest in pilot projects and initiatives promoting smart cities and 
islands. Islands and cities provide unique laboratories to learn about and develop smart 
solutions to a host of social, economic, environmental and demographic challenges faced by 
communities and regions across Europe.

Adopted in July 2015, the EESC own-initiative 
opinion on Smart Cities as a driver of a new Eu-
ropean industrial policy is based on the idea that 
cities can fulfil this role if they converge towards 
more advanced and effective development mod-

els. As a follow-up to this opinion, the Commit-
tee drew up and implemented a “Smart Cit-

ies” project and in 2015 and 2016 an EESC 
delegation held fact-finding missions 

in six cities across Europe that have 
implemented smart urban living, 

energy, transport and telecommu-
nications projects. This provided a 
chance to observe the projects, 
introduce the EESC Smart Cities 
model and exchange experience 
with local authorities and civil 
society. The main lesson learned 
was that more progress towards 

a smart mindset is possible by en-
gaging in a dialogue with civil soci-

ety that reflects citizens’ needs.

The ultimate aim of the Smart Cities 
project was to compile a report including 

best practices and recommendations to help 
cities improve their smart projects and overall 
development. It was presented at the February 
2017 EESC Transport, Energy, Infrastructure and 
Information Society (TEN) Section meeting. The 
meeting was attended by more than 150 partic-
ipants, high-level speakers, city representatives, 
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EU officials and 
EESC members. It 
featured interactive 
debates with the audi-
ence and was a big success. 
Moreover, the report served also 
as the EESC contribution to the Com-
mission’s mid-term evaluation of the Connecting 
Europe Facility (CEF), an EU instrument to pro-
mote growth, jobs and competitiveness through 
infrastructure investment.

The EESC has also formulated a model for the 
smart development of islands and after organis-
ing a public hearing on this in Crete in 2014, it 
adopted an opinion in 2015 with proposals for 
boosting islands’ development. The Committee 
observed that the challenges islands face “can be 
turned around to become opportunities if smart 
and sustainable development policies are imple-
mented to give islands the competitive advan-
tages that derive from sustainable growth and 
better jobs”.

EESC members conducted fact-finding missions 
in 2015 and 2016 on six islands in the Aegean, 
Baltic and Mediterranean seas and the Atlantic 
Ocean that were implementing projects which 
create growth, jobs and competitiveness while 
respecting the environment and cultural herit-
age. One objective of this was to exchange expe-
rience and learn about the islands’ achievements. 

In addition, Smart 
Islands has facilitat-

ed the participation 
of local people and civil 

society from several islands 
in the design of new initiatives, 

while the EESC has provided expert in-
put into various fora organised by EU institutions 
and islanders.

Published in 2017, the Smart Islands project re-
port benefited from contributions from island 
civil society representatives, who underlined 
the importance of the EESC’s work in bringing 
islands’ needs to the attention of EU policymak-
ers. It also formed part of the Connecting Europe 
Facility evaluation and called on the Commission 
to pay special attention to EU islands’ efforts. The 
Commission congratulated the EESC on the re-
port, admitting that the CEF has not always met 
islands’ expectations and undertaking to take 
more account of islands in future CEF activities.

Following the success of Smart Cities and Smart 
Islands, TEN Section members are regularly asked 
to present these topics and the views of Europe-
an civil society at high-level international events.
 

   
|  

 S
us

ta
in

ab
ili

ty
   

| 

Cities can drive forward a new European 
industrial policy if they converge 
towards more advanced and effective 
development models.
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|   Economic and industrial transition   | 

New economic models and
social enterprises
As new economic models develop in response to changing trends, so does their impact on busi-
nesses, consumers and workers. The EESC recognises both the sustainability potential of these 
new models and the uncharted legal territory into which they lead. Since it adopted its 2013 
opinion on collaborative consumption, it has been at the forefront of efforts to monitor them.

In 2016, the EESC published four inter-related 
opinions on the new economy. They covered 
the circular economy, the functional econo-
my, the collaborative economy and the sharing 
economy and self-regulation. Two hearings were 
organised: one for the opinion on the sharing 
economy and self-regulation and one for that on 
the functional economy. These brought together 
experts to share views in order to make the opin-
ions more rigorous.

The four rapporteurs worked together to harmo-
nise their messages and propose solutions to chal-
lenges arising from these issues. In the opinions, 

the EESC proposes setting up a permanent struc-
ture within the Committee to analyse these phe-
nomena and linking its efforts with those of the 
European Commission, the European Committee 
of the Regions and the European Parliament.

A debate with Commission Vice-President for 
Jobs, Growth, Investment and Competitiveness, 
Jyrki Katainen, during the December 2016 EESC 
plenary session highlighted the main points and 
the Commission’s views. An EESC conference on 
16 February 2017 organised jointly with the Glob-
al Hub for the Common Good, a group of people 
and organisations from around the world working 
for an economic and social system focused on 
people, enriched the discussion with experiences 
from new economy communities.

More recently, following a request from First 
Vice-President of the Commission, Frans Timmer-
mans, for an exploratory opinion, the EESC has 
taken stock of stakeholders’ views on how EU 
action can support development of sustainable 
economic models which reconcile prosperity with 
social and environmental responsibility.

The opinion highlights the need for improved 
coordination through creation of a permanent 
body for the new sustainable economy and public 
support for research. It stresses that the EU must 
encourage education on sustainable economic 
models and put in place a framework to support 
their deployment. It also recommends re-thinking 
the financial sector, to make it more sustainable.

The EU must encourage education on sustainable 
economic models and put in place a framework to 
support their deployment.
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The social economy

Active in most sectors, social enterprises are a par-
ticularly fast-developing feature of the economy, 
numbering an estimated 2 million in Europe and 
providing more than 14 million jobs. The EESC has 
been a keen supporter of them for several years.

Social enterprises aim at providing a public service 
or contributing to social well-being rather than 
just making money, and profits are reinvested 
with these aims in mind. Among the many suc-
cessful examples in Europe are 2017 EESC Civil 
Society Prize nominee, Progetto Quid from Italy, 
which makes clothes from waste fabric, thereby 
creating jobs for vulnerable people, and Solidarity 
Salt, which gives migrant women in Greece work 
putting together personalised sachets of sea salt 
that they then sell.

In January 2014, the EESC, the European Commis-
sion and the city of Strasbourg organised an event 
entitled “Social entrepreneurs: Have your say”, at-
tended by more than 2 000 people and leading to 
the adoption of a declaration containing propos-
als for action.

Following this, the Committee launched the “So-
cial Enterprise – Make it happen!” project with a 
view to deepening its reflection on the subject. 
Social economy actors from across Europe made 
contributions and meetings were organised with 
regional, national and European stakeholders to 
exchange experience and prepare the ground 
for further action. This resulted in the publication 
of a report with recommendations for the Com-
mission.

At the end of 2015, the EESC set up a permanent 
social economy study group. It works closely with 
the European Parliament Intergroup on Social 

Economy, Social Economy Enterprises, Social En-
trepreneurship and Third Sector, the Commission 
Directorates-General for Internal Market, Industry, 
Entrepreneurship and SMEs, Employment, Social 
Affairs and Inclusion, and Financial Stability, Finan-
cial Services and Capital Markets Union, and the 
EESC’s Social Economy Category. The group also 
has strong links with the European Committee of 
the Regions and is in regular contact with a num-
ber of think tanks.

Furthermore, the study group has cooperated 
with the Dutch, Slovak and Maltese presidencies 
of the Council of the EU, notably on an exploratory 
opinion on innovation as a driver of new business 
models, and participation in the social economy 
conference in Bratislava in November-December 
2016 and the meeting of EU ministers responsible 
for competitiveness in Malta in April 2017.

The main annual event that the group organises is 
the European Day of Social Economy Enterprises. 
This allows social entrepreneurs to express their 
concerns and contribute to the compilation of 
a list of measures to enable social enterprises to 
reach their full potential.

For the EESC, it is now vital to encourage action at 
national level and to support the European Com-
mission in implementing the recommendations 
of its expert group on social entrepreneurship, as 
well as jointly defining new objectives for inclu-
sion in the work programmes of the EU institu-
tions. The challenge for the social economy is to 
make a successful transition from an alternative 
economic model to one with important econom-
ic, social and environmental impacts.
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A sea change in the maritime sector
For several years, the EESC has been keeping a close eye on challenges in the maritime sector. 
Its main aims in this area include improving working conditions and increasing the sustaina-
bility of maritime industries.

Beaching is a hard and dangerous job, involving 
the breaking up of ships on beaches at the end of 
their life. Much of it is performed in countries such 
as Bangladesh, India and Pakistan, where regula-
tory mechanisms are weak, basic safety rules are 
often ignored and labour is cheap.

In its October 2016 opinion on shipbreaking and 
the recycling society, the EESC calls for an eco-
nomic instrument to move things in the right di-
rection. “If Europe wants its ships to be scrapped 
in a responsible way, it is reasonable that it should 
ensure that the cost of doing so is integrated into 
the operating cost of the vessel,” said co-rappor-
teur Richard Adams.

Given the scarcity and volatile prices of raw 
materials, development in Europe of a sustain-
able recycling industry for ships could generate 
growth and jobs, particularly in coastal areas, 
and reduce the need for raw material imports. 
In preparing the opinion on shipbreaking, the 
EESC organised a well-attended hearing which 
received coverage in the specialised press and 
was referred to in a report on the subject from 
the European Commission to the European Par-
liament in November 2017.

Offshore oil and gas in the 
circular economy

The EESC highlighted the challenge of managing 
ageing offshore oil and gas infrastructure in its 
September 2015 opinion on the offshore sector. 
“Smart, sustainable recycling of offshore installations 
includes their retrofitting and conversion. Sequestra-
tion of CO

2
 at sea or construction of installations for 

offshore production of seaweed, algae, fish and/or 
obtaining energy from wind and ocean waves are ex-
amples of new developments in this area,” explained 
rapporteur Marian Krzaklewski.

Exploring the subject further, the Committee or-
ganised a joint two-part event with the European 
Parliament in June 2017. A debate at the EESC in 
the presence of Member of the European Parlia-
ment, Margrete Auken, looked at obstacles to 
and opportunities for development. The second 
part was held at the Parliament and defined, in 
conjunction with the Commission, the necessary 
legislative action. The event was covered widely in 
the international press.

As of early 2018, the EESC is working on a new 
opinion on maritime industries in the context of 
the implementation of the EU’s LeaderSHIP 2020 
strategy, which outlines an innovative, green and 
high-tech strategic vision for the shipbuilding 
sector.

We have to end this dangerous work, which not 
only exploits the poorest, but also puts their life 
in danger on a daily basis. It is the EU’s moral 
duty to defend workers’ basic rights abroad too.

Martin Siecker, EESC rapporteur for the opinion 
on shipbreaking and the recycling society
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Digitalising Europe’s industry
Potential negative consequences of digitalisation of industry include greater income dispari-
ties and reduced social security access. In September 2014, the EESC adopted an opinion on 
the impact of business services in industry, in which it highlighted the expansion of digitalisa-
tion and made recommendations to the EU institutions. In January 2016, it drew up a further 
opinion based on these recommendations and current developments. This led to a European 
Commission communication on digitalising European industry in April 2016.

The EESC appreciates the ambitious and coherent 
vision displayed in the communication and its 
focus on four key issues: technologies and plat-
forms; standards and reference architecture; geo-
graphic cohesion through a network of regional 
innovation hubs; and skills at all levels. The Com-
mittee urged the Council of the EU to develop an 
industrial strategy for digitalisation and a digital 
single market so as to put an end to policy frag-
mentation.

National and regional platforms should bring to-
gether all actors, with each developing its own 
characteristics within a common EU framework. 
Partnerships, synergies, clusters, cross-border 
arrangements and EU benchmarking should 
also be promoted. The EESC expects the 
Commission to implement the strategy, 
notably by coordinating competing 
approaches, and preventing market 
uncertainty and fragmentation.

Along with a study group meeting on the subject, 
the EESC Consultative Commission on Industrial 
Change (CCMI) organised a hearing in which five 
Commission Directorates-General participated. It 
also held a conference on digitalisation of industry 
in Malta in April 2017 as a follow up to the opinion. 
The rapporteur for the opinion, Joost van Iersel, 
has been invited to be a member of the digitalisa-
tion task force monitored by the Commission Di-
rectorate-General for Communications Networks, 
Content and Technology.
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The EESC urges the development of 
an industrial strategy for digitalisa-
tion and a digital single market so as 
to put an end to policy fragmentation.
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Artificial intelligence – a double-edged sword
Responsible research and innovation are vital for competitiveness, growth, job creation and 
social progress, and has always been an EESC priority. One issue with considerable implications 
for this is artificial intelligence (AI). AI continues to evolve and is regularly put to new uses, 
with the value of the market for it expected to reach EUR 32.5 billion by 2025. As AI can have 
positive and negative impacts, the EESC pays close attention to developments, both from a 
technical and an ethical, social and security standpoint.

The EESC has launched, fostered and provided a 
focus for debate on AI involving all stakeholders. 
These include policymakers, industry, social part-
ners, consumers, NGOs and health and education-
al establishments, as well as experts and academ-
ics in various fields, such as AI itself, security, ethics, 
economics, occupational studies, law, behavioural 
science, psychology and philosophy. The aim is to 
shape development of AI in such a way as to ben-
efit humanity.

The May 2015 EESC opinion on AI is an important 
reference point and has been widely cited and dis-
seminated. In it, the EESC recommends that the 
EU drive forward the adoption of clear, strategic 
global AI frameworks and pinpoints 11 areas in 
which AI raises societal issues.

The Committee favours an approach whereby 
people retain control over machines at all times, 
establishment of a code of duties and respon-
sibilities, and development of a standardisation 
system and European AI infrastructure. It appeals 
to the EU, national authorities and social partners 
to jointly identify labour market sectors on which 
AI has the biggest impact and opposes giving ro-

bots any kind of legal personality. Finally, 
the EESC supports calls from or-

ganisations including Hu-
man Rights Watch for 

prohibition of fully 
a u t o n o m o u s 

weapons.
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The EESC has fostered debate on artificial 
intelligence involving all stakeholders.
The aim is to shape its development in
such a way as to benefit humanity.
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There is no doubt that EU islands and island Member 
States face very particular circumstances and the EU 
must recognise this. This is not only about money but 
also about policy flexibility. A one-size-fits-all approach 
is clearly not delivering the right results.

Stefano Mallia, EESC rapporteur for the opinion “Islands in 
the EU: from structural handicap to inclusive territory”

|   Integrated development in the regions   | 

Support for islands
The EU’s islands are home to more than 21 million people, around 4% of its population. How-
ever, the population on some islands is shrinking and ageing, whilst there is also limited eco-
nomic activity and high unemployment. The EESC has secured an assurance from the European 
Commission of more flexibility for island economies when designing policies.

Having made islands a priority for its 6-month 
mandate, the 2017 Maltese Presidency of the 
Council of the EU asked the EESC to draw up an 
opinion entitled “Islands in the EU: from structur-
al handicap to inclusive territory”. As part of this, 
in February 2017, the Committee organised a 
hearing in Malta, which focused on identifying 
challenges faced by islands in the EU and finding 
solutions.

Participants concluded that islands’ structural 
handicaps often result in difficult conditions 
for business and inhabitants and that such is-
sues cannot be addressed through 
cohesion policy alone. Policies 
in areas such as the inter-
nal market, competition, 
transport, rural devel-
opment and fisheries 
must be applied more 
flexibly to islands.

The EESC invited the 
Commissioner for 
Regional Policy, Corina 
Crețu, to a subsequent 
plenary session, using 
the occasion to call for 
the adoption of an integrated 
policy framework to address the social, 
economic and environmental challenges facing 
EU islands. The Committee also believes that the 
current definition of an island region needs to be 
revisited and new criteria set to allow for a more 
flexible application of the state aid regime.

Commissioner Crețu stressed that EU cohesion 
policy should “remain the main investment force 
of the EU in all regions, without exception”, adding 

that “Islands indeed face substantial handicaps, 
just like all regions with specific geographic fea-
tures”. New provisions could include more flexibili-

ty for islands on issues such as thematic 
allocation of EU funding and levels 

of EU support for projects.

In order to step up efforts 
to influence legislation, 
the EESC has devel-
oped fruitful working 
relationships with rap-
porteurs from the Eu-

ropean Parliament and 
the European Committee 

of the Regions (CoR), in 
particular with Member of 

the European Parliament, Toni-
no Picula (Committee for Regional 

Development – REGI and Vice-Chair of the 
European Parliament Intergroup on Seas, Rivers, 
Islands and Coastal Areas), and with CoR member, 
Marie-Antoinette Maupertuis (Executive Member 
of the Corsican regional authority). Commissioner 
Crețu invited the EESC rapporteur, Stefano Mallia, 
along with Tonino Picula and Marie-Antoinette 
Maupertuis, to help set up a forum to discuss the 
future of islands.
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Reassessing the urban-rural balance
The countryside is part of the lifeblood of all Europeans, not just those who live and work there. 
Several recent EESC opinions address challenges facing rural areas and propose solutions and 
good practices. For instance, the Committee has highlighted the need to develop better edu-
cation, training and professional development, in particular in mountain and island regions.

In its 2015 “Rural development programmes – 
sticking plasters or green shoots of recovery?” opin-
ion, the EESC pointed out that the success of rural 
development programmes (RDP) is dependent on 
the inclusion of economic and social partners and 
other civil society organisations throughout. Three 
hearings were held to gather evidence that RDPs 
include targets for outcomes, while responses to 

a widely circulated questionnaire show that, 
although levels of engagement between 

public authorities and civil society vary 
from region to region, this process 

is generally much improved.

In September 2016, the EESC 
took part in the conference 

that led to the Cork 2.0 
Declaration ”A better life in 
rural areas”. The Commit-
tee endorses the declara-
tion, which it views as of-
fering strong support for 

EU rural policy, and sees 
itself as a natural partner in 

implementing it. As an ex-
ample of this commitment, 

the EESC and the European 
Committee of the Regions or-

ganised a territorial development 
conference in November 2016 enti-

tled “Cork+20: leaving rural areas behind 
is no longer an option!” The conference urged 

the EU institutions to come up with measures for 
gauging the effects on rural areas of all EU policies.
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Villages, small towns and cities

Villages and small towns are catalysts for rural 
development but are under pressure due to in-
creased centralisation of many services. In its 
opinion, the EESC considers the root causes of the 
problems they face and highlights initiatives that 
could re-energise communities through RDPs and 
other measures. The Committee aims to add mo-
mentum to the push for institutional intervention 
and a step in this direction is the setting up of a 
European Network for Rural Development the-
matic group on smart villages, to which the EESC 
regularly contributes.

At the request of the Estonian Presidency of the 
Council of the EU, the EESC prepared an opin-
ion on the advantages for rural development 
of the community-led local development ap-
proach, which was adopted in December 2017. 
The Committee emphasises that this approach 
should be used in an integrated manner for all 
types of territories (rural, urban and coastal).

In recent years, the EESC has also been actively 
involved in the work of the European Rural Parlia-
ment, attending its third session in Venhorst, in the 
Netherlands, in 2017. Members of the Commit-
tee’s Section for Agriculture, Rural Development 
and Environment are often invited to speak at or 
moderate national and regional Rural Parliament 
meetings.

Complementing rural development, consider-
able added value can be generated by making 
greater use of the resources of cities and their 
regional systems, exploiting the economic and 
social advantages of multi-level governance and 
promoting territorial and urban coordination of 
various sectoral policies. To this end, Economic 
and Monetary Union and Economic and Social 
Cohesion Section president, Joost van Iersel, and 
vice-president, Roman Haken, represented the 
EESC at the informal meeting of ministers re-
sponsible for urban policy which took place on 
30 May 2016 in Amsterdam. It is within this con-
text that the 28 Ministers, along with representa-
tives from other EU institutions, cities and urban 
authorities, agreed on the “Pact of Amsterdam”, 
which sets out the principles of the EU Urban 
Agenda. As a result, the EESC has been invited 
to participate in the Urban Development Group, 
the advisory body to the Directors-General meet-
ing on urban matters where the activities of the 
Urban Agenda for the EU are coordinated.
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The success of rural development programmes is dependent 
on the inclusion of economic and social partners and other 
civil society organisations throughout.
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|   Cooperation with organised civil society outside the EU   | 

Stronger civil society across the globe
Recent years have seen the EESC establish new links with organised civil society worldwide. 
This includes the setting up of a civil society body with Chile and joint platforms with Georgia, 
Moldova and Ukraine, as well as work with Western Balkan countries on issues such as EU en-
largement and media freedom.

Latin America
and the Caribbean

In October 2016, the EU-Chile Joint Consultative 
Committee (JCC), the civil society body provided 
for under the 2002 EU-Chile Association Agree-
ment (AA), was established. 

The establishment of the JCC comes at a 
crucial moment in EU-Chile relations, when 
modernisation of the AA is being discussed with 
regard to inclusion of a chapter on trade and 
sustainable development, in line with recent EU 
trade agreements.

Chile is just one example of how the EESC is 
helping to achieve the EU’s objective of building 
a common agenda with Latin America and the 
Caribbean region. The aim is the creation of a 
modernised political partnership among equals 
in which the EU and Latin American and Caribbe-
an countries form alliances on global issues, such 
as sustainable development, security and shared 
prosperity. In addition to its work with existing 
partners, the EESC provides support on the EU’s 
priorities in the region by strengthening relations 
with Mexico, the Mercosur trade bloc in South 
America and Cuba, among others.

Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine

EU AAs signed with Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine 
in 2014 each provide for the establishment of two 
types of civil society monitoring mechanism. The 
EESC was entrusted with the setting up of joint 
civil society platforms with all three countries and 

is also represented in the EU’s domestic advisory 
groups for sustainable development formed 

as a result of the AAs.

The Committee began negotiations 
with all three countries in 2014, and the 
joint platform with Ukraine was estab-
lished in 2015, followed by those with 
Georgia and Moldova in 2016. The pro-
cess involved bringing together social 
partners and NGOs to find common 

ground for cooperation, which, in some 
cases, had never previously happened in 

the partner countries.

Recent years have seen the EESC establish 
new links with organised civil society 
worldwide.
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All three platforms 
are now running 
smoothly and meet 
regularly, with civil so-
ciety cooperation in the 
three countries becoming 
routine. The EESC has thus provided an 
institutional channel and a working method 
for civil society to exchange views on key issues, 
and fostered the recognition by political author-
ities of civil society bodies as important interloc-
utors.

Western Balkans

The relevance of the EESC’s work with civil soci-
ety in the Western Balkans has been underlined 
by several recent developments. The Committee’s 
recommendations for prioritising EU enlargement 
were reflected in European Commission President, 
Jean-Claude Juncker’s, September 2017 State of 
the Union address, during which he stressed the 
need to ensure that the prospect of EU mem-
bership remains realistic for the countries of the 
region. Announcement of a more ambitious en-
largement strategy is envisaged for February 2018.

The EESC has also been working for some time 
on the issue of media freedom. At the November 
2017 EU-Western Balkans Media Days in Tirana, 
the Commission announced that it will invest in 
initiatives to support independent journalism and 
sustainable media outlets, and boost regional co-
operation among public service media.

Furthermore, EESC 
work on migration 

and women’s rights 
found an echo in Com-
mission proposals on 

the need for inclusiveness 
and transparency when undertaking 

reforms. Tackling multiple aspects of migration 
and empowering women are crucial for the West-
ern Balkans and such policies will feed into future 
Commission documents on the region.

The 2018 Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of 
the EU has asked the EESC to produce an explora-
tory opinion on priorities for the Western Balkans 
in terms of economic and social cohesion and 
European integration. The Committee’s position is 
that the countries of the region should eventually 
join the EU and organised civil society should play 
a prominent role in the process.

The EESC will continue working to empower the 
region’s civil society through regular meetings of 
JCCs involving the EU, Serbia and Montenegro 
and contacts with and field visits to the other 
countries. JCCs play an important role in acces-
sion negotiations and recommendations made 
by civil society organisations at these meetings 
are included in documents such as European Par-
liament and Commission reports, and followed up 
by national governments.
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|   Conclusion   | 

Following a period of crisis, Europe now appears to be on the road to recovery. However, this 
recovery is fragile and uneven. There is still a myriad of economic and social issues to be tackled 
in order to ensure sustainable growth that benefits everyone.

In finding solutions, it is vital to put the citizen at 
the heart of the debate. The EESC’s unique role 
as a bridge between the EU institutions and civil 
society is thus as important as ever.

In the coming years, the Committee will maintain 
close contact with local, national and European 
civil society actors, advancing dialogue and 
listening to the public and business. It will remain 
vigilant against any dissipation of solidarity and 
populist advances, combating such trends by 
emphasising the EU’s value for citizens and 
capitalising on events such as the 2018 European 
Year of Cultural Heritage.

On the institutional side, monitoring of European 
current affairs – including the Brexit negotiations 
and European elections – and the agendas of 
the EU institutions, particularly the Commission’s 
work programme, will form a key part of the 
EESC’s activities.

Finally, only by building on the good work 
described in this publication will the Committee 
be able to play the fullest possible role in 
promoting economic development and social 
progress, and addressing the challenges of 
globalisation.

It is vital to put the citizen at the heart of
the debate. The EESC’s unique role as a bridge 
between the EU institutions and civil society
is as important as ever.
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