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Foreword



 
Dear reader,  

As members of the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC), we like to 

think we have a special perspective on Europe. This stems from our everyday contact 

with people in all walks of life, all over the EU. Because we have special access to the 

way people are thinking and feeling, we believe we can reflect the views of ‘organised 

civil society’ – all the wide range of associations that people establish to further their 

aims and interests – and influence EU policy-making in a constructive way. 

But how do we show the people we represent what we are achieving on their behalf? 

How do we illustrate the EESC’s unique capacity to create agreement between 

different interests in society and translate it into constructive policy guidance? 

Well, this little book is one answer. It demonstrates, through a whole range of recent 

practical examples, how the Committee is working to improve people’s lives not only 

within the EU, but also further afield. The scope of EESC influence is reflected in the 

diversity of topics in these stories: they range from fighting the mafia to encouraging 

volunteering; from protecting consumers’ rights to promoting partnership with 

Europe’s eastern neighbours or Latin American countries; from encouraging migrants’ 

integration to helping cyclists to get around in the EU. They also reflect the four main 

strands of the Committee’s programme: economic recovery, fundamental rights, 

sustainable development and good governance. 

Since it was founded over 50 years ago, the EESC has made a difference across 

the range of EU policy and law-making, through opinions and advice informed by 

organised civil society. Research shows that the Committee’s opinions have an impact 

on European legislation.

As Europe makes its slow recovery from the financial crisis, civil society, represented 

by the EESC, has a central role to play in mobilising around a new programme for 

prosperity. The Lisbon Treaty strengthens the role of the Committee in EU policy-

making, and opens up new avenues for participatory democracy. Today more than 

ever, the EESC has its own success story to tell, based on over half a century of 

expertise, hard work and commitment. 

Enjoy finding out more….

Irini Pari

Vice-President of the EESC (2008-2010)
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political 
programme 
for civil 
society 
in Europe 

M
or

e 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n
w

w
w

.e
es

c.
eu

ro
pa

.e
u/

?i
=

po
rt

al
.e

n.
pr

es
id

en
t-

pr
og

ra
m

m
e-

fo
r-

eu
ro

pe



SHAPING EUROPE
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One of the main objectives was to show that far 

from being ad-hoc initiatives, most EESC opinions 

fit within the context of a global view of European 

development reflecting the needs of civil society. 

For example, certain principles and values, such 

as anti-discrimination, inclusion and equality, run 

through the Committee’s work like a leitmotif. 

“We wanted to bring out the ‘soul’ that is always 

present and gives consistency to the work of the 

EESC”, explained Mario Sepi. “This programme 

enables the Committee’s members, and through 

them Europe’s civil society organisations, to set 

out the action the EU must take for economic and 

social recovery and a sustainable future.”

Timely 
initiative
 
A Programme for Europe is civil society’s manifesto. 

It offers a strategic approach to choices in four 

crucial policy areas currently high on the agenda 

of EU decision-makers: economic recovery, 

fundamental rights and the European Social Model, 

sustainable development, and governance. Its 

publication in the early part of 2009 was carefully 

timed to coincide with the run-up to the European 

Parliament elections, key decisions on the road to 

economic recovery, and the appointment of a new 

Commission team at the end of the year. 

Going beyond Brussels, it is also a communication 

tool, introducing the work of the Committee at 

local level. The programme lays the foundation for 

the EESC’s future work. Putting it together was 

an unprecedented exercise in cooperation that 

harnessed the enthusiasm and support of both 

members and staff. 

Through its Programme for Europe, the EESC 

raised its profile and placed itself at the heart of the 

debate in the EU institutions about Europe’s shared 

goals: a crucial step in light of preparation of the 

EU’s Europe 2020 strategy for growth and jobs. 

The Committee made a comprehensive contribution 

to the new strategy, which emphasised the needs 

of civil society, and called for a new social action 

programme with adequate financing.  

Highlighting the priorities for European recovery, 

Mario Sepi referred to: “The transition towards a 

green economy as a basis for re-launching the 

economy and jobs, the provision of support for 

new skills and the creation of new jobs, innovation, 

research, energy efficiency, the potential of SMEs, 

and the single market.”

Some people who are 
not well acquainted with 

the work of the EESC 
might think it merely 
reacts to questions 
from the European 

Commission, 
or puts forward 

individual opinions. 
To demonstrate how 

far this is from the 
truth, Mario Sepi (EESC 

President 2008-2010) 
and other members 

decided to draw up a 
comprehensive policy 

approach – A Programme 
for Europe – incorporating 

concrete proposals from 
civil society for meeting 
the challenges currently 

facing the EU.  
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dynamic
economy
for citizens



Giving 
civil society 
a real say 
in economic 
and 
social 
policies 
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Activities on the financial market have a 

considerable influence in the real economy, 

so the EESC called on the Eurozone institutions 

to create a sounder financial system and stronger 

EU-wide governance where existing national 

rules are unable to respond to global problems. 

The EU has to take a more active role and 

speak with a united voice, for example, to deal 

with problems like money laundering and 

funding for terrorism, which are beyond the 

control of Member States acting individually.   

Call 
for
transparency 
In 2007, just before the crisis took off, the 

EESC called for measures to limit the risk of 

systemic shocks caused by excessive risk-taking 

and indebtedness. This meant rules to govern 

the activities of hedge funds and private equity, 

and greater transparency on the part of 

financial regulators. 8

8 

In March 2009, the EESC agreed a new opinion 

on the EU Economic Recovery Plan. “A key 

role in surmounting the current crisis falls to the 

representatives of the associations of civil society, 

and in particular the social partners”, concluded 

rapporteur Thomas Delapina. “Thanks to the 

European social model, the EU has a better baseline 

than other regions of the world from which to 

contain the impact of the crisis.”

Indeed, in formulating a way out of the financial 

crisis, the EESC highlighted the need to take 

account of social welfare. Throughout 2009, it kept 

up a debate on the economic situation with civil 

society across the Member States, and the EU 

employment summit in May 2009 took on board 

several of the EESC’s key messages.  

Engines 
for growth
The EESC is not merely concerned with reacting 

to the crisis – it is also identifying innovative ways 

to improve Europe’s performance. The social 

economy, including cooperatives, non-governmental 

and non-profit organisations, has not suffered as 

badly as some other sectors. Yet it still faces serious 

challenges. In October 2009, the EESC brought 

together key actors to discuss the lessons to be 

learnt. The sector acts as an important link between 

public authorities and areas of civil society, but it 

needs the protection of a stronger legal framework. 

Research and development are also crucial to 

boosting Europe’s economic well-being – and 

their full potential is under-exploited. The EESC 

organised a public hearing on Research and 

development: in support of competitiveness, before 

adopting an opinion in May 2009. It stressed 

that long-term competitiveness can no longer be 

measured solely on economic performance, but 

must also take account of sustainability and social 

and environmental indicators.

The recent economic 
downturn has hit many 

European citizens hard. 
From 2002 onwards, 

the EESC was ringing 
alarms bells to alert 

authorities to the risk 
of crisis in the financial 
markets. It has worked 

closely with civil 
society to find solutions 

to the crisis.
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Going local: 
shaping 
the single 
market and 
economic 
and 
industrial 
development
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Most of the newer EU Member States have 

carried out major reforms to their economies in 

order to become part of the single market. The 

short-term impact on jobs and individuals has 

been tough, but the EESC has been working 

with national ESCs to help them through the 

adjustment process. 

In 1994, it brought together civil society 

organisations to launch the Single Market 

Observatory, monitoring the operation of the 

single market at grass-roots level, as well as 

running a database listing self- and co-regulation 

initiatives across Europe.

Better lawmaking is one of the main priorities 

for the SMO, which has established a reputation 

for its work in this area among institutions, think 

tanks and universities. In its opinion on the 28th 

regime, it reaffirmed its place at the cutting edge 

of policy. This optional instrument aims to boost 

transparency and help consumers to compare 

options. The 28th regime represents an agreement 

between different parties, based on an active 

approach to rights and designed to offer an 

alternative to traditional harmonisation methods, 

through a set of common rules for national and 

cross-border trade. The Monti Report (May 2010) 

on the future of the single market backed this 

option in a sectoral context. Better lawmaking 

is still a key priority for the EU Presidencies. 

Various Interests’ Group President Staffan 

Nilsson (2008-2010) pledged that the Committee, 

which represents the organisations affected by 

community law, will stay on top of developments 

and be actively involved in innovative proposals 

for the future. 8

8

At the same time, the EESC’s Consultative 

Commission on Industrial Change has years of 

experience of assessing the lessons of reform. 

This has been especially useful in helping the 

former eastern bloc countries to modernise their 

industrial bases. In 2008, the CCMI set out on a 

mission to evaluate developments in the newer 

Member States, especially from the point of 

view of industrial sectors, following the fall of the 

communist regimes – identifying how change 

can be managed better and what good practices 

transferred from one country to another.

Setting 
the trend
Textile, clothing, footwear and leather are industries 

that once formed a cornerstone of Europe’s 

manufacturing base. But more recently these 

sectors have tended to be written off as incapable 

of responding to the challenges of globalisation.  

That was until June 2008, when a CCMI report 

offered concrete proposals for the future and found 

that, far from facing terminal decline, the sectors 

have a potentially bright future, notwithstanding 

partial relocation.

“Global competition puts great pressure on our 

textile sector”, said rapporteur Claudio Cappellini. 

But the high-value end of the industry remains in 

Europe, and this coupled with new technologies 

and a strong position in the supply chain gives 

European producers a chance to stay in front. 

“It is essential, though, that European businesses 

should be shielded from unfair competition, that 

labour rights be respected by competitors and 

that consumers be protected against products 

which do not comply with EU health and 

environmental standards.”

The EESC has taken 
an active role in monitoring 

the single market 
and helping industry, 
in all parts of the EU, 

to adjust to 
global challenges.
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A boost 
for 
employment
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At a meeting in Prague, attended by European 

Commission President José Manuel Barroso 

and the Employment Commissioner, the EESC 

President (2008-2010) Mario Sepi, put forward 

the Committee’s recommendations to the 

Employment Summit in May 2009. EU leaders 

subsequently took on board several of the EESC’s 

key messages, in their conclusions. Top of the 

list of priorities were measures to sustain 

employment and support demand, and 

for training low-skilled workers and helping 

the most vulnerable into jobs. The Commission 

followed up in June with a Communication on 

A Shared Commitment for Employment. 

The next step was an EESC opinion aimed at 

the European Summit in June. It pointed out 

that ‘business as usual’ was not an option 

for employment policy, and put forward 

recommendations for restoring consumer 

and investor confidence, and using active 

employment measures such as training, public 

investment, increasing the supply of European 

funding, improving mobility and promoting 

entrepreneurship – designed to prevent a 

profound social crisis that could in turn endanger 

economic recovery. 

Recovery 
plan
 
In July, the President of the Committee’s 

Employment, Social Affairs and Citizenship 

section, Leila Kurki, presented the employment 

policy recommendations to the informal meeting 

of Ministers for Employment and Social Affairs at 

Jönköping in Sweden. She called for a second 

European economic recovery plan, investment 

projects that would help to promote jobs, and public 

funding for schemes to enable employees to stay in 

work while training.

President Barroso has continued to involve both the 

EESC and national economic and social councils 

in the EU’s employment recovery programme. The 

Committee’s Labour Market Observatory organised 

a major hearing on the Impact of the crisis on the 

labour market and measures to improve active 

labour market policies. And the EESC and the 

Economic and Social Council of Bulgaria jointly 

hosted a conference, involving other national 

economic and social councils, on Jobs and the 

Crisis: Policy Responses from Europe. It generated 

a package of proposals and examples of good 

practice at both national and European level, 

looking ahead to the 2011 Tripartite Social Summit. 

Investing 
in youth
Young people have been among the hardest hit by 

the jobs crisis, and in an opinion of October 2009 

on the EU’s proposed youth strategy, the EESC 

called for measures at EU and national level to help 

youngsters make the difficult transition from school 

to workplace. People should derive personal and 

collective dignity from their work, it pointed out. 

But “young employees are in insecure situations, 

earning low wages with indecent working conditions 

and standards of living”, Short-term and insecure 

employment must not become the norm for young 

people across Europe, it concluded. 

The economic crisis 
has taken its toll 

on jobs in Europe, 
with the latest 

unemployment tally 
reaching 9.5% 

of the workforce: 
the highest jobless rate 

since 2000, and touching 
10% in the euro-zone. 
In response, the EESC 

has been at the forefront 
of recent EU efforts 

to boost employment. 
  

SHAPING EUROPE
18 / 19



A model of 
participation 
built on 
cooperation 
with national 
economic 
and social 
councils
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The Committee set up a successful EESC Lisbon 

Group, followed in 2008 by a fully-fledged Lisbon 

Strategy Observatory. The Observatory holds 

regular joint meetings with national economic 

and social councils (ESCs), so as to ensure that 

all relevant groups are involved. As a result, the 

European Council invited the EESC, together with 

the network of national ESCs and other partner 

organisations, to submit a regular report to the 

Spring Summit. 

This close cooperation between the EESC 

and national counterparts helps civil society at 

national level to develop a European perspective 

to its work, and strengthen its influence on 

decisions taken at government level. It also 

reinforces the position of the EESC vis-à-vis other 

EU institutions, when opinions are accompanied 

by national contributions that help to complete 

the overall view. 

Interactive 
network
 
“It is interesting to have a deep insight into what’s 

going on at national level”, says Wolfgang Greif, 

who drew up the EESC’s opinion on the post-

Lisbon Strategy, adopted in November 2009. 

“For example, in some countries there is a greater 

level of social partner involvement than in others. 

And Lisbon coordinators do not always have 

the same experience in cooperating with social 

partners. This exchange has certainly been 

of value.”

The process has created an interactive network 

uniting organised civil society throughout the EU, 

and placing it at the heart of the Lisbon reform 

process, as well as benefiting the general public 

by fostering better communication at all levels.

The EESC is currently focusing on the proposals 

for a new strategy until 2020. “We are quite 

positively surprised that the European Commission’s 

package is a broader one”, notes Mr Greif, “and I 

think they have taken on board our message about 

the role of civil society. But we now have 

a crisis, which has raised a lot of questions about 

the general direction of European Integration. 

The current rate of poverty in the EU shows there 

has to be much more of a social dimension, 

so that the single market is not only a market 

for enterprises. We need a more holistic approach, 

and therefore organised civil society needs to be 

at the heart of the EU 2020 process.”

In 2000, the EU 
launched its ambitious 

Lisbon Strategy, 
to promote 

economic and social 
development 

throughout Europe. 
Since then, 

ensuring that civil 
society is involved 

in the implementation 
of the strategy 

– and the formulation 
of its successor – 

has been a priority 
for the EESC.
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A 
grass-roots 
view 
of food 
and 
farming
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In May 2007, the EESC launched an evaluation 

of the CAP – timed to have a direct impact 

on the European Commission’s plans for 

streamlining the policy in its November 2007 

‘Health Check’ Communication. The following 

year, a lively Committee debate on support for 

farmers led to criticism of the Commission’s 

proposed milk quota expansion. But unfortunately, 

Member States failed to heed fully the EESC’s 

warnings about the risks of destabilising the 

European market and of a big drop in the prices 

paid to producers. It illustrated once more the 

importance of listening to ‘grass-roots’ voices, 

including consumers, environmental groups and 

rural communities. 

In October 2009, the EESC put forward further 

views on The future of the CAP after 2013. Farmers 

must have an equitable share of income, with 

special attention to smallholders in disadvantaged 

and mountainous regions, explained rapporteur 

Adalbert Kienle. “It is also absolutely necessary to 

take account of environmental measures in the 

agricultural sector: the efforts of farmers in the 

struggle against global warming, and for the 

protection of animals, must be rewarded.” 8

8 

According to President of the Various Interests’ Group 

Staffan Nilsson (2008-2010), “the discussions on the 

CAP and what it should look like in the next budget 

framework is something that must be discussed in 

depth with organised civil society in order to defend 

environmental protection, to secure incomes for 

farmers, to produce healthy and affordable food 

with respect for animal welfare, and to maintain 

employment and life in rural areas: in short, the 

European agricultural model”.

Early in 2010, a series of new EESC opinions on 

Europe’s agricultural policy called, among other things, 

for clearer labelling of foodstuffs to help consumers 

make healthy and environmentally friendly choices. For 

instance, Lutz Ribbe (Germany, Various Interests’ Group) 

was rapporteur of several important EESC-opinions. 

One of those included the own-initiative opinion on 

the Reform of the common agricultural policy in 2013, 

adopted in March 2010. This opinion – delivered well 

before the Commission’s broad stakeholder consultation 

ended – already brought together the points of view of 

organised civil society, striking a balance among the 

many diverging interests involved in the revision of CAP. 

And in June, the European Parliament agreed proposals 

for a more detailed labelling system, indicating, for 

example, the fat and protein content of items. 

Fair
development
 
For the 1 billion people living in hunger around the world, 

and two billion suffering malnutrition, climate change is 

increasing the risk of drought, flooding and other extreme 

weather events that destroy crops and livestock.

Focusing on the challenge of global food supply at a 

joint conference in November 2008, during the French 

EU Presidency, the EESC, the French Economic, Social 

and Environmental Council and global experts agreed 

a declaration underlining governments’ obligation to 

promote fair development around the world and inviting 

international organisations to keep their commitments to 

guarantee secure food supply for all. They stressed the 

importance of food-producing cultures, family farms and 

local production. The event was a successful example 

of cooperation between the European Committee and 

national economic and social councils. 

The common agricultural 

policy accounts for some 

40% of the EU budget. It 

is vital for the EU to work 

closely with all the groups 

that have a stake in the 

countryside, as well as 

the broader public, when 

revising and implementing 

the CAP. The EESC also 

highlights, at EU level, the 

plight of the billions of 

people around the world 

who do not have enough 

to eat and suffer the worst 

impacts of the global 

economic crisis, climate 

change and deforestation.
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European 
Consumer 
Day 
champions 
people’s 
rights
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The annual European Consumer Day, dedicated 

to raising people’s awareness of their rights, is 

now an established event: the 12th one took place 

on 15 March 2010. Yet some people are unaware 

that Consumer Day is an initiative of the EESC’s 

Single Market, Production and Consumption 

section, launched in cooperation with the European 

Commission and the EU Presidency, which has 

expanded and developed across Europe. 

In 2010, a top-level conference in Madrid, 

under Spain’s EU Presidency, was the highlight 

of the event. But the conference was just one 

aspect of Consumer Day. Every year, activities 

take place around Europe, including exhibitions, 

celebrity events, debates, quizzes and school 

presentations, mobile information centres, 

and many other initiatives designed to get the 

message out that Europeans should “know their 

rights, and use their rights”. 

“Consumer rights must be debated alongside 

the need to change our consumption model”, 

said EESC President (2008-2010) Mario Sepi 

in his conference opening address. “If there is 

one thing we must learn from the recession we 

are in, it’s that we have to rethink our development 

model, which is not only partly responsible for 

the current predicament but has widened the gap 

between the North and the South and has been 

extremely harmful to the environment.” 8

8 

Drawing conclusions from the event in Madrid, 

EESC members Wautier Robyns de Schneidauer 

and Jorge Pegado Liz said: “Existing measures on 

the safety of products, supervision mechanisms 

for cash exchanges and the legislative framework 

deserve more attention from policy-makers, in order 

to remedy the shortcomings which still exist today. 

The Committee, under the leadership of the Various 

Interests’ Group Staffan Nilsson (2008-2010), can 

take a position on these issues in the wake of the 

2010 European Consumer Day focusing on the 

safety of products. As regards mechanisms for 

resolving disputes, the EESC will work to establish 

binding European instruments. This matter is linked 

to another priority not only of the Committee but of 

EU institutions in general: better lawmaking.”

Dispute 
settlement
 
A year earlier, the theme of the 13 March 2009 

conference was the Commission’s 2008 draft 

Directive on consumers’ rights, aimed at protecting 

individuals while at the same time safeguarding 

industrial competitiveness. More than 250 

representatives from consumer associations and 

companies had the opportunity to discuss the 

proposed legislation and to have an input into the 

EESC’s view on the draft, which was agreed and 

adopted in July 2009. Among its conclusions, the 

Committee pointed to “serious shortcomings in 

dispute settlement and compensation for damages” 

as a prime factor holding back cross-border trade. 

“The EESC believes that establishing ‘common’ 

definitions would provide a greater level of legal 

certainty to commercial players and consumers”, 

it added, calling on the Commission to iron out 

existing inconsistencies. The EESC’s opinion 

was warmly welcomed by both consumers and 

business, illustrating how the Committee works 

successfully through consensus, and is influencing 

the European institutions’ work in this area.

As the EU single market 
develops, safeguarding 

consumers’ rights 
wherever they purchase 

goods in Europe is 
a high priority for 
the EESC. Not all 

Europeans know where 
to turn if a transaction 

goes wrong, especially 
if they are buying from 

a supplier in a different 
Member State.
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Promoting 
the 
European 
Social 
Model



A 
rallying call 
for 
fundamental 
social 
rights 
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The first step forward came in 1974 when the 

Council adopted the European Social Action 

Programme, leading to the first EC Directives on 

workers’ rights. However, well into the 1980s, 

many similar social policy proposals hit the barrier 

of the Council veto.

Having consistently supported the case for 

European-wide social legislation, in November 

1987 the EESC took a bold initiative and issued 

a crucial opinion on the Social Aspects of the 

Internal Market – European Social Area, arguing 

that the 1992 single market project would not 

work without “basic social rights immune to 

competitive pressures”, based on qualified 

majority voting. 

The opinion was like a bombshell and rallying 

call. Within a year, the Delors Commission called 

for the Committee’s views on the content of a 

social rights charter. The EESC swiftly adopted, 

with an overwhelming majority, its opinion 

on Basic Community Social Rights. It proved 

to be one of the Committee’s major successes, 

paving the way for EU leaders to adopt the 

Community Charter of Fundamental Social 

Rights for Workers in December 1989, and the 

European Social Action Programme.  8

8 

The Commission correctly interpreted this key 

message by proposing both a Charter and an 

action programme comprising a comprehensive 

range of directives and initiatives subject to 

qualified majority voting in Council. Throughout 

the 1990s, European social policy produced a 

stream of legislation enhancing workers’ rights. 

A 
renewed 
campaign
 
The EESC was recently asked to kick-start a 

fresh campaign, with a request from the French 

EU Presidency for its views on a new European 

Social Action Programme. In July 2008, the EESC 

adopted a new opinion declaring that “the case for 

an ambitious and participatory new European Social 

Action Programme remains relevant and even more 

necessary”. It should “promote, in tangible and 

practical ways, EU social policy goals and ambitions 

well beyond 2010 and be a comprehensive policy 

roadmap of action”.

On 30 November 2009, while civil society 

representatives celebrated the 20th anniversary 

of the original Charter, former Commission President 

Jacques Delors and EESC President (2008-2010) 

Mario Sepi signed a call for a new European Social 

Action Programme and launched a Europe-wide 

civil society campaign to back it.

The 1957 Treaty gave the 
then European Community 

the legal right to take 
action on social issues, 

but only in limited policy 
areas, and always subject 

to unanimous approval 
by the Council. Over the 

intervening years, the 
EESC has spearheaded 

progress on social rights, 
in parallel to the EU’s 

economic development.   
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The EESC 
pioneers 
the 
European 
Year of 
Volunteering  
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In 2006, the Committee adopted an opinion on 

Voluntary activity: its role in European society 

and its impact, calling for a special EU year, and 

for a White Paper on voluntary action and active 

citizenship.  

The European Commission responded in June 

2009 by urging EU leaders to adopt 2011 as 

the European Year of Volunteering. The EESC’s 

objective of raising awareness of the issue had 

wide support from volunteer groups themselves. 

The Commission’s proposal pledged that the 

EESC would be involved in activities, and that the 

Commission would report back, by December 

2012, on the success of the Year. 

The initiative won enthusiastic backing from 

the European Parliament, which called for the 

proposed budget of €8 million to be increased to 

€10 million. 

 8

8

The Year should encourage more people to 

volunteer, and governments to support the 

activities that make an invaluable contribution 

to society. In Europe, more than 100 million 

volunteers of all ages freely devote their leisure 

time to working in youth clubs, hospitals, schools, 

sport clubs, protecting the environment, and 

much more – benefiting others and serving the 

common good.

More 
active 
citizens
 
“Volunteers are crucial in every society because 

they work in areas not covered by the state”, 

argued EESC member Erika Koller, from Hungary, 

who drew up the opinion. “It adds value to society, 

and helps to make citizens more active. It is good 

for the volunteers as well as the beneficiaries – for 

example, elderly people stay fitter physically and 

psychologically because they are doing something 

useful for others.”

Volunteering also offers a chance to learn new skills 

which may in turn be useful in the labour market. 

In 2011, activities at EU, national and local level 

will include conferences, seminars, exchanges of 

experience and publications, with the emphasis 

on ‘bottom-up’ organisation by volunteer groups 

themselves. The initiative is an excellent example 

of the EESC acting as a bridge between active 

citizenship and EU decision-making.

In November 2009, 
EU culture ministers 

decided that 2011 should 
be the European Year 
of Volunteering, with 

the aim of empowering 
volunteer organisations 

and recognising and 
rewarding Europe’s 

millions of volunteers.  
The decision was 

a triumph for the EESC, 
which was the first EU 
institution to propose 

the idea. 
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Helping 
immigrants 
to find 
their place 
in 
Europe  
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The EESC was the first EU institution to recognise 

the importance of integrating new migrants and 

to call for integration measures to form part of a 

common integration policy. Already in 2002, the 

Committee proposed the creation of a European 

programme and a fund for integration. Luis 

Miguel Pariza, author of several opinions about 

integration, declared that: “integration is a social 

process of mutual adaptation between immigrants 

and the welcoming society, which should be 

supported through good governance of the EU”.

In July 2008, in an exploratory opinion, the 

EESC set out the “structure, organisation 

and functioning of a platform for the greater 

involvement of civil society in the EU-level 

promotion of policies for the integration of

third-country nationals”. That platform is today 

the European Integration Forum. 

The Forum brings together organisations that 

play a part in supporting newcomers to the EU, 

to discuss ideas and opinions and exchange 

experiences. The EESC shares responsibility for 

running the Forum with the European Commission, 

which in a 2005 Communication affirmed that a 

comprehensive approach, involving people at all 

levels, is essential for the success of integration 

policies. The European Integration Forum is a 

physical platform for dialogue, complementing the 

European Web Site on Integration. Its third meeting 

took place in June 2010. 8

8

The Forum’s approach derives from the EU’s 

Common Basic Principles on Integration. They 

recognise that migration is a permanent feature 

of European society, from which Member States 

reap many benefits. But the integration of legal 

immigrants and their children – at individual, 

family, community and state level – is crucial. 

This entails respect for basic EU values such 

as democracy and human rights, and some 

knowledge of host-country culture. Integration 

must be a dynamic two-way process, with the 

commitment of both residents and newcomers. 

Media 
attention
 
The first Forum meeting took place in April 2009, 

with over 50 organisations participating. Since then 

the EESC has hosted the twice-yearly gatherings 

and provided administrative support. “We continue 

to push for a genuine participatory integration 

policy, not least since our ongoing dialogue with 

civil society has made clear its huge expectations 

in this regard. It is no coincidence that all our 

opinions have remained free of the foul stench of 

xenophobia”, said EESC President (2008-2010) 

Mario Sepi.

Former Commission Vice-President for Justice, 

Freedom and Security, Jacques Barrot, thanked the 

EESC for its commitment, explaining: “We cannot 

imagine successful integration in Europe managed 

only by the European, national or local authorities; 

we need the true involvement of civil society.” 

Between meetings, the EESC sustains the Forum’s 

work through its 15-member permanent study group 

on immigration and integration (IMI), drafting opinions 

and reports that form the basis for discussion. 

When people move to 
Europe – whether for 

work or family reasons 
or to seek safety from 

persecution – they often 
need help to fit into their 

unfamiliar environment. 
It takes time and effort 

to feel at home in a new 
place with a different way 

of doing things.
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dialogue 
with 
Roma 
communities
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Mario Sepi, EESC President (2008-2010), 

deliberately made multicultural dialogue and the 

integration of Roma and travelling people a priority 

of his two-year leadership, pushing for an EU 

approach that respects everyone’s human dignity.

The Committee believes that fundamental rights 

must be the same for everyone. And yet Roma 

continue to be treated differently. To give an 

indication, the EU has only two Roma MEPs, 

representing a population of more than 

10 million, and 25% of Europeans do not 

want a Roma neighbour. 

“An institution like the EESC has to help people 

avoid living in these conflicts”, said Mario Sepi. 

So in June 2009 he took the practical and at the 

same time symbolic step of joining thousands of 

gypsy pilgrims making their way to Saintes-Maries-

de-la-Mer in the Camargue in the south of France 

to honour their patron saint, Sarah. 

Anne-Marie Sigmund, who drafted the exploratory 

opinion on Integration of minorities – Roma, 

accompanied him in this important trip. 8  

 

8 

In the opinion, she pointed out that a radical shift is 

needed in relations between minorities, especially 

the Roma, and the majority population, leading 

to integration and a change in minorities’ socio-

economic position. She emphasised that this is a 

long-term process that requires effort from the both 

sides: the Roma community and the rest of society.

In late May 2010, the Biennial Conference 

staged by the EESC in cooperation with the 

Tuscany region and held in Florence, called on 

an investment plan in education to combat social 

exclusion. Education, according to the EESC, 

can not only create new opportunities, but also 

empower individuals. A request was made for the 

European Commission to draft a Green Paper on 

how education can increase inclusion and help 

alleviate poverty. Indicators to measure the added 

value of childhood education for reducing social 

exclusion were also called upon.

New 
challenges
 
As the guest of local Gipsy Community President 

Payou Baptiste, and the Mayor of Fourques, Gilles 

Dumas, he discussed cooperation between the 

region and the EESC on integrating Roma into civil 

society, with an invitation to Baptiste to continue the 

dialogue in Brussels.

“The Committee is not only a consultative body 

at European level, but it is deeply related to civil 

society”, explained the EESC President. “With 

globalisation, new challenges emerge: human 

beings must overcome their fear of the other and 

learn to dialogue, and politicians must refrain from 

the temptation to foment racial tension.”  

“Through my participation in the pilgrimage, I 

wanted to show the importance of Europe being 

present at grass-roots level. EU leaders have to get 

moving, to go to the localities and talk to the people 

and organisations that are directly experiencing 

the problems. The contacts I have made will be 

extremely enriching for the EESC.”

Roma communities 
suffer some of the 

worst discrimination in 
Europe. Over the last 12 

months, 50% of Roma 
in the EU say they have 
been victims, according 

to a recent report by 
the Vienna-based 

Fundamental Rights 
Agency. In the ongoing 

economic recession, they 
are even more afraid of 

being targeted by people 
who see their living 

standards cut or jobs 
disappear, and are looking 

for a scapegoat.  
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A 
stand 
in the fight 
against 
organised 
crime                     
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The EESC dares to take a stand against mafia 

organisations. It demonstrated its determination 

in a practical way in 2009 when it awarded 

the 1st Prize for Organised Civil Society to two 

organisations that have taken up arms in the war 

on the mafia: Libera and Confindustria Sicilia.

Libera was set up in 1995 by a Catholic priest, 

Luigi Ciotti, as a network bringing together 

over 1,500 local groups, schools and individuals 

committed to building a mafia-free society 

and a culture of respect for justice and 

human rights.8

8

The Sicilian regional federation of the General 

Confederation of Italian Industry, Confindustria 

Sicilia, was the first southern Italian socio-

professional organisation to condemn the way 

criminal organisations oblige local businesses to 

pay protection money. Confindustria Sicilia has 

helped to create an entrepreneurial culture that 

opposes organised crime and respects the law. 

Children 
at risk
 
Before the award ceremony in Palermo, the Sicilian 

capital, in November 2009, Italian President 

Giorgio Napolitano congratulated the Committee 

for awarding the prize to “two organisations 

which have made substantial progress in the fight 

against mafia”. The decision was: “an essential 

demonstration, at European level, of civil society’s 

commitment and capacity to play a leading part in 

extirpating the evil of organised crime in society”.

The EESC has also taken the initiative in combating 

the organised sexual exploitation of children, 

especially in the poorer countries of the world, by 

calling for the adoption of a European Strategy 

to safeguard children at risk. In July 2009, the 

Committee adopted an opinion on Protecting 

children from travelling sex offenders, which also 

puts forward concrete ideas such as a Europe 

against the Sexual Exploitation of Children project, 

committing European and national companies and 

organisations to corporate social responsibility and 

action to fight child sex tourism.

“It is vital to raise awareness and to prevent this 

type of crime, and ensure much stronger protection 

of potential victims not only in Europe, but mainly in 

the most deprived areas of the world where these 

crimes mostly occur”, says Madi Sharma, who drew 

up the opinion. The Committee has also adopted its 

own ethical travel policy for members and staff.

Criminal forces in the 
south of Italy hold back 

economic and social 
development, and 

impose a life of fear 
on organisations and 

individuals who dare to 
resist them. The Sicilian 

Mafia, the Camorra in 
Naples and the Calabrian 
‘Ndrangheta’ still have a 
stranglehold on society 

in these areas. 
But do not imagine this is 

merely a local problem: 
the mafia runs money-

laundering and other 
rackets across Europe, 

spreading its mentality of 
brutality and corruption.
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conscience 
and 
care 
for the 
environment



Save it! 
The 
EESC 
highlights 
energy 
efficiency                      
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The EESC has been active in mobilising civil 

society around the need to use less energy, 

and in September 2009 organised an innovative 

event linked to ‘Global Overshoot Day’. 

It erected a sustainable temporary house, 

made entirely out of recycled wooden palettes 

previously used for goods transport and 

storage, in a Brussels square. The building 

won the 2008 Gaudi award for sustainable 

architecture, and perfectly symbolised the 

challenges linked to energy efficiency, 

innovation and employment, as well as the 

role of energy policy in economic regeneration. 

Among the personalities taking part in the four-

day event were former Energy Commissioner 

Andris Piebalgs, South-Pole explorer Alain 

Hubert, EESC President (2008-2010) Mario Sepi 

and Committee member János Tóth.

Direct 
dialogue
 
“If we go on consuming energy at the current rate, 

by 2040 we will be consuming twice as much as the 

Earth can supply”, explained EESC Vice-President 

(2008-2010) Irini Pari. “Our eco-friendly building 

aimed to mobilise people by offering solutions that 

can help to save the planet. Each one of us can 

make a difference, by changing the way we travel, 

build and consume – through little daily efforts that 

cost nothing, and still maintain our standard of 

comfort. Let’s save it! It’s our choice!”

The event was widely covered by local and national 

TV networks and other media. Activities including 

seminars, workshops, exhibitions, scientific 

experiments, school and university visits and 

children’s games, took place in and around the 

palette house. They helped to demonstrate best 

practice in energy efficiency and to generate a 

direct dialogue between the EESC, EU decision-

makers, individuals and civil society organisations. 

During the four days, EESC members were on-

site to explain the Committee’s efforts to promote 

energy efficiency to visitors. Some 20 partners were 

involved, including the European Commission, the 

Austrian Cultural Forum and the Architects’ Council 

of Europe. 

The initiative was followed by the new ‘Move It’ 

project (2010), an event on urban mobility held in 

Brussels from 19 to 22 September. Sustainable 

transport is vital to reduce carbon emissions and 

wasted energy. The technology, the designs, 

and the ideas to reduce the impact of transport 

exist. ‘Move It’ presented the very latest on urban 

mobility and showcased an exclusive exhibition by 

Belgian architect and visionary, Luc Schuiten. Those 

attending also got the opportunity to discuss with 

European policy makers and take part in activities 

on safety, health, the environment and accessibility. 

The EU depends on 
imports for 50% of its 
energy, and this could 

rise to 70% by 2030. 
This is largely because 
Europeans are burning 
up their traditional but 

finite energy resources of 
fossil fuels. The European 

Commission estimates 
that Europe could reduce 

its energy consumption 
by 20% by 2020, saving 

some €60 billion per 
year for other needs and 
reducing harmful carbon 

emissions. 
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Exercising 
environmental 
principles           

M
o

re
 i

n
fo

rm
a

ti
o

n
w

w
w

.e
es

c.
eu

ro
pa

.e
u/

se
ct

io
ns

/t
en

/e
ur

op
ea

n-
cy

cl
in

g-
le

xi
co

n



For example, the number of Europeans living in 

towns and cities is increasing, and according to 

the United Nations will continue to grow at least 

until 2015, rising from 74.6% of the population 

to 82%. This entails major challenges for urban 

planning and sustainability. 

The EESC has worked on this issue since 2004, 

when it unanimously adopted an opinion on 

European Metropolitan Areas, helping to generate 

debate on EU urban development. Joost van 

Iersel has drawn up a series of opinions. “Cities 

are getting bigger, and the problem is that their 

governance is not up to the challenges they face, 

or to realising their potential. It is important to 

launch a Europe-wide discussion”, he said. “This 

issue is now high on the agenda. Five years ago 

the European Commission hardly spoke about big 

cities. But the EESC has helped to change views.”

Cycling 
made 
easy
 
Getting around in cities is also a growing headache 

for Europeans. So many people are choosing to get 

on their bikes to avoid the traffic jams and reduce 

their environmental impact. This flexible, healthy and 

cheap means of transport is also becoming popular 

for holidays.

In May 2009, the EESC launched its European 

Cycling, a passport-sized, illustrated booklet 

containing cycling terms, information on good 

cycling infrastructure, and help to choose the 

right bike for different transport needs, in 23 

EU languages. It proved an instant success. 

“Please, more of this – this is Europe!” wrote one 

enthusiastic citizen. The Committee also reinforced 

its pro-sustainable transport policy by signing 

the ‘Charter of Brussels’, calling for an ambitious 

European cycling policy. 

Leading 
by 
example
 
The EESC has taken a pioneering role as the first 

of the EU bodies to introduce a mobility plan with 

subsidies to encourage staff to cut car use and 

choose more sustainable transport. It is one way 

of implementing the EU’s Eco-Management and 

Audit Scheme (EMAS), which promotes continuous 

improvements in environmental performance. 

The EESC’s green 
conscience goes 

into action through a 
range of proposals 

to protect Europeans’ 
environment and promote 

a more sustainable society. 
From better urban 

planning, to encouraging 
travel options that 

cause less environmental 
damage, members are 

working to make Europe 
a more pleasant 

place for its citizens.
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ways 
of looking 
at 
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Forests provide society with a whole range of 

benefits: from timber for construction and fuel 

to the absorption of harmful carbon dioxide. 

They are home to vast numbers of natural 

species, and crucial to regulating the climate. 

Fortunately, in Europe and worldwide, 

reforestation programmes are helping to restore 

these vital resources. The EESC, through 

its agriculture, rural development and the 

environment section, has highlighted forestry as 

a key priority. In its opinions, the Committee has 

examined forests from many different angles: 

– the role of forests and the forest-based 

sector in climate change;

– illegal logging, deforestation and forest 

degradation;

– sustainable development in forestry;

– forests supporting biodiversity;

– wood as an energy source.

The Committee has also had an input into EU 

policy-making through consultation on the EU 

Forest Action Plan (2007-2011) and the Forestry 

Strategy. 

Aiding 
regional 
development
 
“Forests and the renewable wood they produce play 

a significant role in controlling climate change”, said 

EESC Vice-President (2008-2010) Seppo Kallio, 

who was responsible for drawing up numerous 

opinions on the forestry sector. “The use of wood 

in buildings and for furniture and to produce energy 

should be increased. Thanks to the knock-on 

effects of the processing chain, wood products 

bring great added value in terms of employment, 

forest owners’ income and economic activity, 

particularly in rural areas.”

The EESC is helping to promote a market-oriented, 

economically viable and competitive forestry and 

timber production industry that provides jobs and 

livelihoods and has a positive impact on regional 

economies and development. It also recognises that 

forests play an important role in recreation, culture 

and tourism facilities.

Across the 
27 EU Member States, 

some 40% of land area is 
covered by forests. They 

are crucial to Europe’s 
well-being, for many 

reasons. Globally, 
forests are disappearing 

at a rate of 13 million 
hectares a year, 

and this deforestation 
process is itself 

responsible for almost 
20% of the greenhouse 

gas emissions that cause 
climate change.  
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Everybody 
wins 
in the 
fair 
trade 
partnership            
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Fair trade is “a trading partnership, based on 

dialogue, transparency and respect”, which 

“contributes to sustainable development by 

offering better trading conditions to marginalised 

producers and workers”. As Luca Jahier, 

President of the ACP-EU Follow-up Committee 

stated, fair trade contributes to development 

because everyone involved, whether buying or 

selling, benefits from the transaction. 

Under ethical trade principles, companies agree 

to take account of the working conditions of 

suppliers and the environmental impact of 

sourcing. In 2005, at the request of the EU 

Presidency, the Committee drafted an exploratory 

opinion on Ethical Trade and Consumer 

Assurance Schemes, looking at how consumers 

can be sure, when they buy fair trade goods, 

that the benefits will get back to producers in 

developing countries.

Consumers 
lead
Consumer pressure is a major driver for change. 

“It’s consumers who are saying ‘we are willing to 

pay more to promote this process’”, confirmed 

rapporteur Richard Adams, who has many years’ 

experience in the fair trade movement. “It’s an 

alternative approach to trading practice that is 

consumer-driven, not market-driven – a response 

to consumers’ desire to see a fairer process in 

operation between North and South.”

Consumer assurance schemes seek to guarantee 

the origin of goods and enable buyers to make 

informed choices. The opinion looked at what 

practical steps the EU institutions, Member States 

and local communities can take to strengthen them. 

“The Committee has been quite influential in the 

thinking of the European Commission”, noted 

Mr Adams. “We have been working on this 

topic since 1996.” The Commission issued a 

Communication on fair trade in May 2009. “That 

proposal contained quite a lot of material from 

our opinion. It has given further endorsement to 

the fair trade process, and this is definitely a step 

forward. For the moment it needs to remain a 

voluntary initiative – we are not looking for European 

legislation, although this may be appropriate in ten 

years’ time”, he added.

The latest EESC opinion recommends developing 

better transparency and credibility for fair trade and 

related schemes. Fair trade is the leading example 

of consumer social action. “We believe that in the 

future it will have a major role to play in international 

trade policy towards developing countries”, insisted 

Mr Adams.

At worst, 
international trade 

can turn into a system 
where powerful 

economies impose 
their demands on 

poorer, weaker 
neighbours. 

To counter this risk, 
‘fair trade’ 

has become 
increasingly popular in 

recent years. 
It is estimated that 

the European market 
for fair-traded goods 

is now worth 
€1.5 billion per year. 

SHAPING EUROPE
48 / 49



EESC’s 
mission 
is first 
on the 
ground 
in Tibet           
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In September 2009, Mario Sepi (EESC 

President 2008-2010), led a Committee 

delegation on a fact-finding mission to Tibet, 

focused on economic and social problems 

– the first formal EU visit in the wake of the 

unrest. It came in response to an invitation 

from the Chinese Economic and Social Council. 

As representatives of European civil society, 

belonging to an EU consultative body that works 

for economic and social development, the EESC 

members’ task was to examine the economic 

and social situation in Tibet. They also wanted 

to explore all possible avenues of cooperation 

and dialogue with Tibetan civil society, especially 

in the areas of education, access to employment, 

healthcare and gender equality. 

The mission was crucial in cementing future 

relations with civil society in Tibet on the 

one hand, and with the Economic and Social 

Council of China on the other. It reinforced the 

Committee’s credibility among civil society 

representatives in countries outside Europe 

generally, as well as its links with China – a 

major global player – which are being developed 

through the twice-yearly EU-China Civil Society 

Round Table. 8

8

Four months later, in January 2010, Mario 

Sepi welcomed the resumption of negotiations 

between the Dalai Lama’s envoys and the Chinese 

government, commenting: “I am delighted with 

the progress in the ongoing dialogue on Tibet.” 

A role 
in 
EU-China 
relations
 
The visit received widespread media coverage, 

adding to its visibility and political impact. 

Two press conferences – one in Beijing and one 

in Brussels – generated some 50 articles and 

interviews with the President in major newspapers 

such as the Financial Times. 

“By strengthening its position in relation to the other 

EU institutions on an important topic like the social 

and economic problems of the Tibetan Autonomous 

Region, the Committee has shown that it is an 

important interlocutor in the wider framework of 

EU-China relations”, said Mario Sepi. The EESC has 

also demonstrated its commitment to strengthening 

relations between China and in Europe generally, 

as well as focusing on areas such as the 

environment, employment, trade, education and 

fundamental rights. 

When demonstrators 
took to the streets of 

the Tibetan capital 
Llasa in March 2008, 

to demand greater 
autonomy from China, 

violence broke out. 
Shops were looted, 
vehicles set on fire, 

and several hundred 
people injured.   
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The EESC has been actively involved in the 

evolution of the Eastern Partnership initiative, 

which is building a more substantial framework of 

cooperation with Europe’s neighbouring countries 

in the east: Ukraine, Moldova, Belarus, Armenia, 

Azerbaijan and Georgia.

In January 2009, at the request of the Czech 

EU Presidency, the Committee adopted an 

exploratory opinion on involving civil society in 

the Eastern Partnership, with Ivan Voleš from 

the Czech Republic as rapporteur. International 

cooperation “must provide tangible help to the 

partner countries, particularly at the present 

time, when their economies are being hard hit 

by the global economic crisis, with grave social 

consequences”, it recommended. “The Eastern 

Partnership should also help strengthen the 

institutions and lead to the peaceful resolution of 

existing conflicts.” 

Civil 
and 
social 
dialogue
 
In March 2009, together with the International 

Labour Organisation (ILO), the EESC organised a 

conference entitled: Civil Society in the Black Sea 

Region and the Eastern Partnership Countries: 

Promoting Civil and Social Dialogue. The final 

declaration from that event called on the European 

Commission and Council to ensure that the EESC is 

a central player in setting up a Civil Society Forum 

within the Partnership. 

As a result of these initiatives, the Committee was 

invited to the Eastern Partnership summit in Prague 

in May. The EESC was closely involved in setting 

up the Civil Society Forum, and EESC President 

(2008-2010) Mario Sepi addressed its first meeting 

in November 2009. The EESC also plays an active 

role in the work of the Forum´s steering committee, 

which ensures that civil society continues to be 

involved in the Eastern Partnership.  

The EU is steadily 
strengthening its 
relationship with 
the countries of 
Eastern Europe 

and the Southern 
Caucasus. Successive 

enlargements have 
brought these 

countries closer to the 
EU’s borders, and their 
security and prosperity 
have a growing impact 

on the welfare of 
the rest of Europe. 

All of them, to some 
extent, are undergoing 
political and economic 
reform, and are eager 
to reinforce their ties 

with the Union. 
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Since 2006, the Committee has worked within 

the framework of the EU-Latin America-Caribbean 

strategic partnership, developing the activities of 

organised civil society in parallel with negotiations 

on regional Association Agreements. Its objectives 

are to strengthen participatory democracy and 

dialogue between the EU and Latin America, 

help set up joint civil society bodies, and mediate 

between Latin American consultative bodies and 

the EU institutions. 

The Committee works with a number of regional 

or national organisations. The Mercosur Economic 

and Social Consultation Forum is its oldest 

partner in Latin America, representing different 

interests within the Mercosur group of nations. 

Other civil society advisory bodies operate in 

Central America and the Andes, and the EESC is 

helping to establish economic and social councils 

in Mexico and Chile.  8

8

In Brazil, the Committee has had a memorandum 

of understanding with the Council for Economic 

and Social Development (CDES) since it was set 

up in 2003. When the EU and Brazil launched a 

Strategic Partnership in 2007, the EESC seized 

the opportunity to press for a more structured 

dialogue. As a result, the EU-Brazil Summits 

approved the establishment of an EU-Brazil Civil 

Society Round Table, which met for the first time 

in July 2009. 

The Round Table helps reinforce communication 

and mutual understanding, and to provide a 

practical civil society contribution on all issues 

covered by the Brazil-EU Strategic Partnership. On 

6 October 2009, EESC President (2008-2010) Mario 

Sepi and Mir Trevisan from the CDES addressed 

EU and Brazilian political leaders directly for the first 

time at the third EU-Brazil Summit. The main issues 

on the agenda were climate change and the social 

consequences of the global economic crisis.

European Commission President José Manuel 

Barroso thanked the Round Table for its work. 

“This Summit has to focus on the consequences 

of the crisis and the fight against climate change, 

in order to give an answer to the demands not only 

of public opinion, but also of our civil society”, 

he acknowledged.

The EESC has regular contacts with civil society 

organisations from Brazil, Russia, India and China 

(the BRIC countries). It also has Round Table 

mechanisms with India, China and Brazil and annual 

meetings with Russia.

The rapid pace 
of globalisation 

has given growing 
significance to 

the EESC’s role in 
developing relations 
with organised civil 

society in other 
parts of the world. 

Members have been 
strengthening their 

contacts in Latin 
American countries 

for more than 
10 years, for example, 

building bridges 
across the Atlantic. 
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