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 .../... 

Your Excellencies 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Dear friends and colleagues, 

 

Dia's Muire dhaoibh go léir! 

 

I hope that I have made myself understood in my bad Irish! For it is a great pleasure for myself and all 

members of the Various Interests Group of the European Economic and Social Committee to be here 

with you today in Dublin, to mark the 40 year anniversary of the accession of Ireland to the EU, which 

of course coincides with the Irish Presidency of the EU Council and the European Year of Citizens. 

And perhaps the person who best embodies this alliance between national, European and civil society 

actors, is my dear friend Senator van Turnhout. Jillian now wears the double hat of Irish Senator and 

Vice-President of the European Movement Ireland. But only two years ago, she was one of my Vice-

Presidents and an extremely active member of the EESC. This included being Vice-President of the 

entire Committee with responsibility for Communication. So it is wonderful to be working with you 

again Jillian and I would like to publicly thank the European Movement Ireland for their excellent 

cooperation in the preparation of this conference. I would like to add that we have very positive 

auspices for our event. For I am told that today is the first day of the Celtic Pagan Spring. It is 

apparently also the name day of the female patron Saint of Ireland, Saint Bridgit of Kildare. So we are 

in safe hands and I am sure that we will have a very successful meeting! 

 

The topic of our conference today is 'Ireland 40 years on: the benefits, opportunities and challenges of 

EU membership'. This is a subject that I consider to be very timely, in view of Europe's ongoing 

economic, political and social crises, which have now reached their fifth consecutive year. Of course, 

our conference is also very timely given the recent challenging speech of a key European Member 

State, the details of which are well known to all of us. But the result of this triple economic, political 

and social crises crisis is on the one hand, a fervent attempt to make Europe and its architecture more 

effective, more resistant and more cohesive. On the other hand, there is a wave of fierce national 

criticism of the EU, there is rising demagogy and political extremism, alienation, mistrust and fear 

among Europe's citizens. And of course, all of this is taking place against a backdrop of shamefully 

high levels of unemployment and poverty in Europe. For according to the latest figures from the EU 

statistical service, there are currently over 26 million Europeans unemployed, with levels in some 

countries reaching as high as 26% of the adult population. And in at least two Member States, youth 

unemployment is almost 57%. In addition, almost a quarter of the European adult population, some 

116 million people are currently at risk of poverty and social exclusion. So clearly, we need to ask the 

questions: have we betrayed the European ambitions of a 'smart, inclusive and sustainable growth'? 

Are we doing enough to ensure that there will be a European Union in the future? 

 

In these turbulent times, the role of the Irish Presidency of the EU Council is important and explains 

why we decided to include a session entitled 'Ireland as an example of how to cope with the challenges 

posed by the financial crisis'. For although the origin of the crisis in Ireland differs from that of other 

countries, there are still many lessons to be learnt by others. And Ireland should be strongly 

commended for its determined, stoic and effective policies to rebalance the economy. For although 

there has been deep austerity in Ireland, with rising unemployment, a return to emigration and perhaps 
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even a brain drain for the country, it is also true that foreign direct investment flows have remained 

relatively strong and competitiveness has improved significantly. So the property bubble may have 

burst, but the Celtic Tiger has not been vanquished! 

  

It is within this context that I personally very much welcome the statement that the Irish Presidency 

will be that of '…a recovery country driving recovery in Europe'. And I also very much welcome its 

moto of 'stability, growth and jobs', of a 'people-centred recovery designed to last'. As Taoiseach Enda 

Kenny commented during the recent visit of Mr Barroso: 'Ireland will be in the business of solutions'! 

 

Among the 'solutions' that we hope to see is at least concrete progress towards an agreement on the 

EU's budget for the next seven years, the famous Multi-Annual Financial Framework. And I say this 

despite the fact that there have recently been calls by some, for the introduction of annual EU budgets. 

But in any case, the EU budget should be centred on growth, employment and competitiveness. We 

also need progress on genuine economic and monetary union and a stronger investment in the social 

dimension of EMU, in time for the June 2013 meeting of the European Council. And we need to take 

concrete and rapid steps towards implementing the agreement for a Single Supervisory Mechanism 

and for the direct recapitalisation of Eurozone banks via the European Stability Mechanism. May I 

also add that I strongly support any attempts made by the Irish Presidency to persuade Member States 

that Irish banks should be recapitalised retrospectively from the European Stability Mechanism. The 

Irish taxpayer has already contributed too much towards the country's recovery. And the EU should 

make every possible effort towards supporting the Irish authorities' ambition of exiting Ireland from 

the EU/IMF bailout programme in 2013. 

 

But above all, it is imperative that holistic solutions are found to Europe's financial and economic 

crisis. The fiscal, banking and financial unions are necessary pillars of Economic and Monetary 

Union. But they must be complemented by growth and equity promoting measures, by employment 

creation, inter-generational solidarity, poverty reduction, the sustainable and efficient use of resources, 

territorial and social cohesion. And all of the above should be underpinned by political legitimacy and 

democratic accountability.  

 

And if there is one area where we must rapidly find solutions, it is in employment creation, notably for 

youth and poverty reduction. And this must be done by supporting and strengthening the Single 

Market and the Europe 2020 Strategy, industrial policy, research and development and international 

trade. And the key actors in this process should be our SMEs, the social economy, the green economy, 

the liberal professions, etc. We must also invest and not regress in qualitative education, lifelong 

learning and enhanced mobility for Europeans. And above all, we need the right mix of consolidation 

and growth, in order to help our youth, Europe's future… 

 

And one way of creating jobs is of course through a revamped Common Agricultural Policy, and 

perhaps the crisis can be seen as an opportunity to revisit other sectors of Irish economic activity, 

notably farming. For agriculture currently constitutes 11% of the country's exports and almost 8% of 

national employment. And with the expectation that a reformed CAP will come into effect next year, it 
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is of no surprise that the Irish Presidency of the Council of the EU has announced that it would like to 

conclude these crucial negotiations during its six-month term of office. 

 

Investing in a sustainable and effective CAP is without doubt in Europe's interest. For after 50 years, 

CAP remains at the cornerstone of European integration and it continues to play a central role in 

European food security, growth, job creation and in the vitality of rural communities. For these 

reasons, it is recommended that the EU budget for CAP for the next seven years is maintained at the 

current levels and that it should support farmers who work and produce, rather than farmers who no 

longer produce. This is necessary in order to address future demand for food and increasing food 

prices, whilst also attracting younger generations to the vocation of farming. The second crucial 

element to the future CAP is of course the 'greening'. CAP should most definitely support sustainable 

forms of agriculture, including national strategies such as the Irish Food Harvest 2020. However, the 

greening measures should not lead to excessive bureaucracy and additional costs for farmers. In 

contrast, the future CAP should be simplified, made more transparent, balanced, predictable and 

flexible, subject to effective financial and operational controls. 

     

Ladies and gentlemen, my apologies for taking up so much time, but these subjects are complex and 

can lead to impassioned reactions. I am after all Italian! Not that the Irish can be accused of lacking 

passion! For in my humble opinion you are a very amiable people, very creative, but also resilient, 

efficient and very gifted speakers! So we have high expectations for your mediation skills during your 

Presidency! 

 

Dear friends and colleagues, in 2013 Ireland is celebrating The Gathering, a call to the 70 million Irish 

Diaspora worldwide to rejoice in being Irish and to come together in events throughout the year. 

Perhaps we could make a parallel at the European level. Perhaps we could argue that Europe's 

economic, political and social crises have led to a Gathering of the EU and of its Member States who 

in the last few years have realised the benefits, opportunities and challenges of EU membership! They 

have realised that it is a future worth fighting for! 

 

Thank you for your attention.  

 

 

 

        

 


