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The Republic of Croatia takes over its first Presidency of
the Council of the European Union on 1 January 2020.
Croatia is the youngest EU Member State: it joined the
club in 2013, and is celebrating 29 years of
independence. After only six years of EU membership,
presiding over the Council of the EU is an opportunity
for Croatia to give Europe new impetus in partnership
with other EU Member States and institutions.

In its work, the Croatian Presidency will be committed to building a
Europe that grows, connects, protects its citizens and is open and
assertive in its neighbourhood and across the world. The Croatian
Presidency will promote proposals and initiatives that contribute
to balanced and sustainable economic growth, boosting
competitiveness and creating quality jobs, especially for the
long-term unemployed and young people.
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Most Member States are facing negative demographic trends, an
ageing population, emigration of young and educated people and,
consequently, a lack of a skilled, innovative and competitive
workforce. As the development of new technologies and their
impact on business processes require rapid adaptation, it is
necessary to create a framework for the continuous acquisition of
new skills as a prerequisite for greater productivity and
employability of the workforce. Therefore, the Croatian Presidency
will place particular emphasis on implementing policies aimed at
boosting labour market access, social inclusion, equal
opportunities, gender equality and poverty prevention.
One of the biggest challenges for the Croatian Presidency will be to
seek and reach agreement on the 2021-2027 MFF, which is
extremely important in ensuring the smooth functioning of the EU
and the implementation of the planned programmes.
With a view to boosting the EU's economic growth and social and
territorial cohesion, the Croatian Presidency will devote itself to
strengthening the added value and visibility of cohesion policy, by
completing the process of negotiating the legislative package for
cohesion policy for the period 2021-2027, which will help to further
reduce disparities between Member States, enhance convergence
and ensure balanced regional development in the EU. Croatia will
have the major task of guiding all Member States to a consensus
on cohesion policy.
In all its activities, the Croatian Presidency will be guided by the
principles of sustainable development, promoting activities aimed
at the EU's transition to a low-carbon, circular economy, with
particular emphasis on the conservation and sustainable
management of biodiversity and waters and on the protection and
conservation of marine life, all with the aim of preserving the
natural environment and ensuring the sustainable use of natural
resources.
The Republic of Croatia will also focus on the continuation and
implementation of the Energy Union and clean energy transition,
and will develop a long-term framework based on the Declaration
on Clean Energy for EU Islands.
We need a Europe that connects – differences within the EU in
transport infrastructure, energy networks, telecommunications and
digital networks harm the Union's competitiveness. The Croatian
Presidency will therefore promote the EU's connectivity and digital
transformation, which it sees as crucial to boosting its global
competitiveness. The emphasis will be on improving and
completing trans-European transport networks, as they are seen as
essential for the effective functioning of the single market.

The Croatian Presidency will also pay attention to macro-regional
strategies, improving their visibility and implementing good
practices that are necessary to achieve better synergy and
complementarity between them.
In addition, the Croatian Presidency will continue to work on
further reforms to all segments of the Single Market with the aim
of boosting growth and competitiveness, with a particular
emphasis on removing unjustified regulatory obstacles to the
internal market, reducing the digital divide and developing digital
skills.
The fragmentation of the digital single market, the lack of
interoperability and the rise in cybercrime are recognised as major
obstacles to the digital economy. In order to strengthen the
competitiveness of the EU, the Croatian Presidency will encourage
activities related to the digitalisation of business operations and
the automation and digitalisation of business processes.
The Western Balkans will have a special position for the presidency.
In May, Zagreb will host an EU-WB summit, which will be a chance
to revive or rethink the enlargement process and focus on a
responsible approach to the neighbourhood and the continuation
of a credible and effective enlargement policy.
2020 Economic Forecast Croatia

2020

GDP growth (%, yoy)

2.6 %

Inflation (%, yoy)

1.4 %

Unemployment

5.8 %

Gross public debt (% of GDP)

67.7 %

Source: European Commission
Economic sectors

2018

Agriculture

3%

Industry & manufacturing

33 %

Services

58 %
Source: Worldbank

Geographical data
Population, million
Surface area

2018
4.1
56 594 sq km
(10 smallest EU country)
th
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During the Croatian Presidency of the EU Council, on 31 January,
the United Kingdom will leave the EU, and the Croatian Presidency
will be in charge of launching the post-Brexit negotiations.
Reaching agreement on future relations between the EU and UK by
the end of the year will be a very ambitious project and challenge
for both sides.
In general, the Croatian Presidency is responsible for organising
and conducting Council meetings at all levels and in all
configurations. The majority of meetings – around 1 400 – will be
held in Brussels, and 12 informal Council meetings and eight
ministerial conferences will take place in Croatia.
In addition, most relevant European business organisations and
associations will also hold meetings in Croatia, with the help of
Croatian organisations representing the business sector in the
EESC.
For the next six months the attention will be on Croatia, and we
need to use this time to best promote our country and, for us in the
business sector, to promote our companies and showcase our
economic strengths. The spotlights that will be on Croatia in this
period also gives us the opportunity to better understand the
importance of common European values and policies and of better
participation in the decision-making processes of the Union, both
for citizens and for the business sector.
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During the Croatian Presidency, the EESC Employers' Group
will organise three events in cooperation with the Croatian
members' organisations. The first group seminar will take
place in Split on 9 and 10 March and focus on the Sustainable
Development Goals as a framework for economic progress
and prosperity in the EU Member States. This will be followed
by the Extraordinary Group Meeting on SMEs in the European
single market in Zagreb in May. In June, a group seminar on
"Empowering women in leadership and entrepreneurship"
will take place in Pula.
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In her political guidelines on a Union that strives for
more, Commission president Ursula von der Leyen
speaks about "Strengthening SMEs: It's crucial to
strengthen the backbone of our economy: small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). It is important to make
it easier for small businesses to become large innovators.
We must continue developing the growth finance market
for the innovative companies of the future. The
Commission should therefore put forward a dedicated
SME strategy to ensure they can thrive by reducing red
tape and improving their access to the market."
Since 2015, the EESC has adopted a number of opinions and one
information report. However, only two of these opinions were
referrals – the others were only possible because the Employers'
Group used the EESC's own-initiative tools and commissioned two

studies. With the launch of the new EU Commission, and following
the encouraging signs given by Ms von der Leyen, there is now
hope and a window of opportunity for Europe's SMEs. We are
therefore proposing an own-initiative opinion which will involve

for both eco-friendly and traditional SMEs which will facilitate
their transition towards greener, more sustainable and circular
business models;
 Improving SMEs' "business intelligence", specifically their
ability to efficiently manage and utilise any relevant data and
information in order to:
 identify possible failures and plan for predictive
maintenance and repairs accordingly, thereby extending
product lifespan,
 ensure smarter, more efficient use of resources and succeed
in adapting to the principles of the circular economy as well
as increasing security of supply, and
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working proactively to anticipate future developments and to
ensure that the EESC's output is received upstream of the
policy-making process.
The opinion will have the ambitious goal of analysing the
challenges facing SMEs in Europe, specifically taking stock of the
most recent economic developments heralding a potential
economic slow-down which would affect the EU single market and
its most vulnerable part: SMEs. On this basis, the opinion will draw
up proposals on how to help SMEs to be more competitive and
better placed, including by capitalising on the single market, "to
ensure they can thrive".
In one of the most relevant and significant own-initiative opinions
of 2019 (INT/883, Use-value is back: new prospects and challenges
for European products and services) the EESC "considers that
providing innovative, highly-specialised products and services with
well-recognised and certified key characteristics that cater to
customers' needs, as well as to social and environmental
sustainability requirements, can become the essence and focus of
modern European competitiveness". Given the global
developments returning use-value to the forefront of
contemporary competition, we argued that "beside their welldocumented socioeconomic impact, European SMEs can become
an important factor in redefining Europe's position in the
contemporary distribution of labour, responding to the demand
for variety worldwide".
The opinion we propose builds on the emerging and important
role played by SMEs with regard to European competitiveness as a
whole in contemporary global markets, and updates preceding
EESC opinions by incorporating recent economic trends and
political developments. Since the EESC has not issued an opinion
focusing on SMEs in the last two years, this proposal aims to pool
resources so as to identify the most pressing challenges facing
SMEs, propose possible policy responses to those challenges,
devise sets of measures and map out ideas and responses which
can be incorporated into the future SME strategy.
Areas which have not yet been addressed explicitly from the
viewpoint of SMEs and which will be covered by this proposal are:

 open up ways of creatively engaging with customers,
thereby establishing more efficient procedures for
recognising and responding to personalised, specific needs;
 Finally, promoting regional and sectoral clustering of SMEs,
thereby preserving variety matches scale benefits in specific
segments of the product lifecycle.
The opinion will also focus on any other issues identified by means
of an inclusive and comprehensive call for input from all
stakeholders and SME organisations at European, national and
regional level.
In view of the importance of the topic and the tight timeframe, we
trust that Employers' Group members will be proactive when it
comes to contributing!

SMEs facts and figures:
 There are more than 25 million SMEs in the EU-28
 More than 9 out of 10 EU SMEs are micro enterprises
 2/3 of all employees in Europe work in SMEs, ½ in
Micro and Small SMEs
 SMEs generate the majority of the increase in value
added (60%)
 In the past five years, SMEs have created around 85%
of new jobs
 Almost 50% of EU SMEs undertook some innovation
activity over the period 2014-16
Source: European Commission
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 How SMEs can help ensure that a European Green Deal, one of
Ms von der Leyen's flagship projects, will be economically and
socially sustainable;
 How to create an enabling environment which will support
SMEs' transition to a green, circular and digital economy and
contribute to the top priorities of the European Green Deal;
 Recommendations on how to remove the main barriers
(financial and technological) and create an enabling framework
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We were all bitterly disappointed by the COP25 summit
in Madrid. It was high time to deliver — but the fight
against climate change came to a halt. The media and
commentators spoke of the "lack of an agreement", but
this is a euphemism. Some people simply did not want
an agreement. Therefore, the COP26 summit in Glasgow
should be used to come up with alternative solutions,
for example to think about how we can urge people to
cooperate who are reluctant to do so, or how to pass
the costs of failing to take part on to them.
The Madrid summit ended with a statement calling for urgent
action. The problem is that this is already the umpteenth call for
"urgent", "necessary" action, etc. COP25 showed that some of the
countries participating in the summit were either hard of hearing
or guided by principles that not had been officially declared.
I don't think that the leaders and representatives of these countries
had collectively started to lose their hearing. A common saying
might help explain: if it quacks like a duck, walks like a duck and
swims like a duck, then it is definitely a duck. In the case of COP25,
it would go something like this: if some countries act as if they
don't want to actively cut CO2 emissions, and don't support
genuine cuts during the discussions, then they definitely don't
want to cut CO2. Following my personal observations at COP25,
this is the only logical conclusion I can make.
That said, these countries have no desire to commit climate
suicide. It's not so much that they don't want to cut CO2 emissions
at all. Rather, they don't want to reduce them in their own
economies on the scale, and at the price, sought by the
international community. Or maybe they have no intention of
financing activities on the scale assigned to them through joint
international initiatives. There are various reasons for this, but the
approach is the same: banking on the rest of the world taking the
right action and committing the time, resources and money
anyway. It will involve huge sacrifices but it will help avert
disasters.
Everyone will benefit, as the climate knows no borders. This
includes those countries that are currently applying a strategy of
avoidance more or less openly – these so-called "climate freeriders" who want to travel, but for free or at half the price. Yet they
cover their backs, not least by calling into question scientists'
findings, making light of dangers or undermining public protests
and social initiatives.
It's reassuring that no-one in the European Union has ever thought
of resorting to such ruses. Twenty six countries have jointly
committed to becoming climate neutral by 2050. The twentyseventh and final country has until June this year to decide.
However, the problem of "free-riders" cannot be underestimated.
Their tactics increase the risk of a global climate disaster, because
only collective action by all countries provides enough certainty

that we are able to head off the threat. "Free-riders" also distort the
competitiveness of economies at global level. The "fare for climate
neutrality" is very expensive. Finding new, low-carbon
technologies, putting them into practice, restructuring entire
national economies – all of this will incur huge costs, both
financially and socially – because not only will our private lives
change, some profound and difficult professional changes might
be in store for many of us too.
"Free-riders" want to avoid this, not taking on any additional
problems in domestic social and economic policy, or pulling ahead
in the global economic race by taking advantage of the extra
burdens on others. This conclusion leads to the next one, which
concerns preparations for COP26 in Glasgow. There's no point in
repeatedly trying to agree on joint declarations that would please
everyone. Because they will not please everyone. Neither does it
make sense to publish further appeals. If you call the fire station
ten times and nobody answers the phone, it means that the
firefighters aren't planning to put out the fire. The same goes for
successive calls for action at summits, conferences, etc. They fall on
deaf ears.
So it's time to start calling a spade a spade and to single out
specific causes and countries. To talk publicly about the obstacles
they put in place and why. So far only tough, one might say even
brusque, negotiations have taken place. The COP26 summit must
be prepared to perfection. The British hosts face an unusually
difficult challenge. There has to be a plan "B" should some of the
negotiators leave the table, or be asked to do so.
We must not waste the next year on fruitless discussions and
dreams of a comprehensive climate agreement. Because the land
on which we are living will stop bearing fruit.
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In recent years we have seen myriad social changes on an
increasingly globalised and digitalised stage, and this has
generated new demands from citizens. Movements are
emerging across the world: they are frequently sparked by
specific demands but much more lies behind them. Such is
the case of the protests in Chile, a country with one of the
most flourishing economies in Latin America, distinguished
by its high gross domestic product (GDP). These protests
show that the current model is failing, papering over
inequalities that need to be addressed.
The Finnish Presidency of the European Union (EU) chose the
slogan “Sustainable Europe – Sustainable Future” to mark its term
of office. As businesses, we must both look ahead and respond to
current events with a strong sense of responsibility and
commitment. And that is what we are doing, as our reputation and
our future depend on it.
We need to move toward a more sustainable economy, based on a
growth model that goes beyond GDP - which is now seen as a
potentially misleading criterion, as it fails to take account of key
aspects of individual and collective wellbeing, and does not give
sufficient weight to environmental considerations. We at the
European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) have drawn up
an opinion on The sustainable economy we need, for which I was
president. In the opinion, we call for a "wellbeing economy" that
includes new indicators of progress, such as environmental and
social criteria. Such a shift would tackle the current challenges and
allow us to meet the United Nations' Sustainable Development
Goals (SDG) by 2030.
Businesses are already moving towards a change of model, and are
a vital factor for achieving more sustainable development. Without
the active involvement of businesses, how can we slow climate
change, transform the energy model, promote responsible
production and consumption or high-quality employment and
foster equality and social inclusion? It is worth noting in this regard
that many companies, especially in the food, mass retail and
service sectors, are fully engaged with these commitments and
have been working for years on strategic plans which encompass
both economic growth and its social and environmental impact.
Businesses must have "a purpose" beyond supplying goods and
services, and contribute to the prosperity of society. To this end, it
is crucial for the private sector and the public authorities to work
together even more closely, forging alliances that can drive
sustainable development.
If we look back we can see how, from the second half of the 20th
century onwards, unprecedented economic growth was
generated. It was measured by each country's GDP, which
indicates the economic value of producing goods and services, and
is used as a gauge of a society's material wellbeing. It is only fair to
acknowledge that this growth has opened the way to major social
advances, such as increased life expectancy and improvements to
nutrition, education and many other areas. However, these and
other improvements have frequently failed to reach the majority of
the population.
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At the same time, while the indicators of an extractive economy,
with little circularity, were on the rise, environmental indicators
continued to deteriorate, signalling a threat to society and the
planet. The picture worsened with the 2008 financial crisis, which
left deep social scars and wrought drastic changes on the
economy, with growing financial instability and widening
inequalities. In Europe, moreover, migration and economic
differences between Member States have triggered a loss of public
confidence that could undermine the pillars on which the
European project is based.
The EU seems to be alert to this situation, as reflected in its
adoption of the 2030 Agenda and its commitment to progress in
achieving the SDGs and a circular economy that ensures optimum
use of resources. We at the EESC call on the new Commission and
Parliament to turn this process into a unique opportunity for the
EU to renew its vision of social progress, reinvigorate its economy
and strengthen its global leadership.
To do this, the European Green Deal recently presented by the new
president of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen,
which seeks to make the EU's economy more sustainable, must be
put into practice. It contains a roadmap with a series of key actions
to foster efficient use of resources based on a clean and circular
economic model, to slow down climate change, reverse the loss of
biodiversity and cut pollution. All this is to be backed by an
investment plan and specific legislation one of the aims of which is
to make Europe "climate neutral" by 2050.
We need to make a clear distinction between growth and
wellbeing. Prosperity is not simply a matter of production or
income. We must work harder set course for a more sustainable
future, opting for a model of growth that combines economic,
social and environmental development as part of a productive and
competitive economy, fostering high-quality employment, respect
for the environment and the rational use of resources.
As businesses, we know that we must move towards sustainable
and ethical growth that is geared to people and the environment.
We are taking steps, investing resources and promoting voluntary
commitments to make our contribution to achieving a more
sustainable economy.
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On 31 January at midnight, when Brexit agreement enters
into force, the EESC will shrink by 24 British Members and 2
CCMI delegates. 8 out of them represented the Employers'
Group. We would like to thank them sincerely for their hard
work and commitment during all these years.
UK Members in the Employers' group have played an essential role
in promoting the entrepreneurial and employers' interests. In the

Roger Barker
Member of the EESC since 2015 and a member
of the ECO and INT sections and the SME
category. He was co-rapporteur for the
opinions on company law and the Anti-Tax
Avoidance Package. Dr Barker is a member of
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a senior executive, board member, senior adviser, educator and
academic researcher. He is former Director of Corporate
Governance and Professional Standards at the Institute of
Directors. He has also worked in the investment banking sector.

Brenda King
Member of the EESC since 2002 and a member
of the NAT and SOC sections. She was formerly
vice-president of the Employers' Group,
president of the SOC section and president of
the African Caribbean and Pacific-EU civil
society forum. She was rapporteur for
numerous opinions, mostly focusing on diversity and social
inclusion. She is also the Chief Executive Director of African &
Caribbean Diversity and was awarded an MBE by Queen Elizabeth II
in 2004 for her work with the Afro-Caribbean community.

Jonathan Peel
Member of the EESC since 2006. He is a
member of the NAT and REX sections and
former vice-president of the REX section. He
was rapporteur for numerous opinions focusing
on international trade, as he has over 20 years
of experience in international trade also
regarding WTO and related issues. Mr Peel graduated from Trinity
College, Dublin and has been involved in EU affairs since 1980,
mainly on behalf of the UK chemicals industry and the food
processing industries.

Madi Sharma
Member of the EESC since 2002, member of
the REX and SOC sections. She was rapporteur
for numerous EESC opinions focusing inter alia
on gender balance and the role of civil society
in Europe. She is the founder and CEO of the
Madi Group, which incorporates the
international private sector and NPO companies, as well as NGOs.
Ms Sharma is an international public speaker with special
expertise in the fields of female entrepreneurship, diversity,
gender balance and corporate social responsibility.

EESC's work, they have been champions of free trade, wellfunctioning Single Market, improved competitiveness and
sustainable development.
We would like to wish you all the best and we will continue our
cooperation to ensure that representatives of British and European
employers' organisations contribute to forging the best possible
future relationship between the UK and the EU.
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and owner of Burns-Scotland. He is the former vice chairman and
policy chairman of the UK Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) and
former chairman of the UK Forestry Contracting Association (FCA).

George Traill Lyon
Member of the EESC since 2010. He is a
member of the INT and SOC sections. During his
time at the EESC, he was rapporteur for the
opinion on safety of offshore oil and gas
prospection and a study group member for
various opinions with topics including aviation,
intellectual property and maritime business. He is a commercial
lawyer, working mainly in the fields of engineering, shipbuilding
and defence.

David Sears
Member of the EESC since 2002 and a member
of the SOC section. Formerly served as a
Quaestor. Rapporteur for numerous EESC
opinions including on chemicals, energy and
other science-based industries as well as on
environmental issues, food, health, education
and demography. Dr Sears worked for Esso/Exxon Mobil and was
former deputy director-general of the British Chambers of
Commerce in London.

John Walker
Member of the EESC since 2015 and a member
of the INT and SOC sections, the SME category
and the Liaison Group. During his time at the
EESC, Mr Walker was the rapporteur for the
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Furthermore, he is a board member of the
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and former policy chairman of the UK Federation of Small
Businesses.

The needs of SMEs and possible joint initiatives
between the Employers' Group and SMEunited – these
were the main topics of a meeting between Jacek
Krawczyk, president of the Employers' Group, and Alban
Maggiar, who was elected president of SMEunited in
December 2019.
Both presidents agreed that there was a gap between what was
being said and what was being done on SMEs at European level,
and that this needed to change. They therefore felt that
organisations needed to be proactive about approaching the
institutions and communicating their messages before the initial
proposals were put on the table. This is especially important now,
given that the Commission is planning to present a new proposal
for an SME strategy in March.
One of the most significant challenges that SMEs are currently
facing is the transition towards sustainability. This requires a new
mind-set, new skills and proper financing for SMEs. To succeed,
SMEs need to act collectively – which is exactly what SMEunited is
doing within its organisation. Both presidents agreed that

entrepreneurship and the transition towards sustainability were
areas where the Employers' Group and SMEunited could cooperate
extensively.
The group and SMEunited could also join resources for a debate on
a minimum wage (where they could provide expertise and
cooperate in organising targeted events on the future of work) and
to contribute to the conference on the future of Europe.

As of December 2019, Freya Lemcke will be a member of the EESC Employers' Group. She is replacing Günter
Lambertz, who has been an EESC member since 2014.
Ms Lemcke is Managing Director of the German Chambers of
Industry and Commerce (DIHK) in Brussels and has vast experience
in the field of business representation. Her former positions include
Director of Trade Policy, EU Customs and Transatlantic Relations as
well as Special Envoy for European Elections at DIHK Brussels. She
was Vice-President of the Representative of German Industry and
Trade in Washington DC and worked on International Affairs at
EUROCHAMBRES. Furthermore, she is a member of the Responsible
Leaders Network of the BMW Foundation Herbert Quandt, and the
Organisation of Women in International Trade.
Ms Lemcke graduated with a degree in International Business
Administration from the Friedrich-Alexander University ErlangenNürnberg. She speaks German, English, Spanish, French and
Catalan.
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