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Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
  May I first of all take this opportunity to welcome you all to the forum for organised 
civil society. 
 
  In particular for those of you who are not familiar with the European Economic and 
Social Committee, I should like to outline the role played by the EESC in the institutional framework 
of the European Union. The EESC seeks to establish a special form of dialogue and consultation with 
a view to helping to ensure that the EU's legislative and executive bodies take account of the 
experience and expectations of the organisations representing civil society and of the proposals which 
they put forward. 
 
  With this aim in view, the EESC has, over the years, developed other activities 
designed to: 
 
– improve the support for the European venture amongst organised civil society and increase its 

level of involvement in this venture; 
 
– strengthen the role and the position of organised civil society and its various components, in 

particular the social partners, both within and outside the EU. 
 
  In all of these activities, the EESC has always ensured that it did not usurp the role of 
those organisations, primarily employers' organisations and trade unions, which are present and active 
in the various sectors of society; on the contrary, the work of the EESC is designed to create 
conditions which are conducive to strengthening the action and the autonomy of the abovementioned 
organisations. 
 
  I have the feeling that our work in this field has not always been properly understood. 
 
  This brief description of the role of the EESC echoes the subject of our seminar today: 
European social dialogue and civil dialogue: differences and complementarities. The seminar has 
been organised jointly by the EESC and the study and research body "Notre Europe", whose president 
is Jacques Delors. 
 
  Why have we chosen this subject at this particular juncture? 
 
  We are all fully aware of what is meant by the "social dialogue" and what this 
dialogue represents; we understand its importance as a tool for promoting economic and social 
democracy. The social dialogue is also enshrined in the Treaties and therefore has an institutional 
basis. 
 
  In this context we are pleased to note that the Praesidium of the European Convention 
has now proposed a specific article, namely Article 47, on the social partners and autonomous social 
dialogue in Title VI of the draft constitution, entitled "The democratic life of the Union". The inclusion 
of this article has been made in response to a strong demand not only from the social partners and the 
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European Economic and Social Committee, but also from a large number of members of the European 
Convention. 
 
  The text of the proposed article is as follows: 
 

" The European Union recognises and promotes the role of the social partners at 
Union level, taking into account the diversity of national systems; it shall facilitate 
dialogue between the social partners, respecting their autonomy." 

 
  The social dialogue does not fall within the remit of the European Economic and 
Social Committee. This subject is nonetheless of fundamental and vital importance to us. Two-thirds 
of the members of the EESC are, in their capacity as representatives of employers' organisations or 
trade unions, directly or indirectly involved in the social dialogue at national or EU level. You will 
thus readily understand the interest that we have not just in the players involved in the social dialogue 
but also in the content of the social dialogue and the procedures involved. 
 
  Today, we will of course be concentrating on the European social dialogue. I am 
delighted to see that we have here with us today eminent representatives of the European social 
partners who are fully fledged players in the social dialogue. This will enable us all to discuss the 
issues together.  
 
  As you will be aware, Ladies and Gentlemen, the "civil dialogue" is a different matter 
altogether: there is no legal basis for this dialogue and no consensus as regards the concept itself, the 
scope of the civil dialogue and the procedures and players involved. Many parties, including the 
EESC, are carrying out their own appraisals of these issues. 
 
  At the European Convention we are calling for real recognition of the civil dialogue. 
But what exactly do we mean by the "civil dialogue"? 
 
  In the view of the European Economic and Social Committee, the term "civil 
dialogue" - which you are also to discuss here today - has a two-fold meaning: 
 
• on the one hand, it implies the dialogue between European organisations representing civil society 

on the development and future of the EU and its policies; 
 
• on the other hand, the term implies a regular structured dialogue between all civil society 

organisations and the EU. 
 
  In the light of these observations, we cannot be satisfied with the current draft version 
of Article 46, as proposed by the Praesidium of the European Convention on the subject of "the 
principle of participatory democracy". The article in question includes the following paragraphs: 
 

" The Union Institutions shall maintain an open, transparent and regular dialogue 
with representative associations and civil society. 
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 The Commission shall carry out broad consultations with parties concerned in order 
to ensure that the Union's actions are coherent and transparent." 

 
  In our view, these provisions in no way meet the expectations of a complex, pluralistic 
society, nor do they meet the demands of modern governance.  
 
  There is a clear need to make provision, as does the draft constitution, for dialogue 
between the EU institutions and civil society organisations but there must be more to it than this. 
There is also a need to facilitate ongoing dialogue between civil society organisations themselves in 
order to promote the achievement of a dynamic consensus within society with regard to the process of 
European integration and the development of that process. 
 
  Furthermore, it is not simply a question of ensuring that civil society organisations are 
consulted, as provided for in the abovementioned draft article; they should be consulted in accordance 
with particular procedures, which would have to be defined. Civil society organisations rightly 
highlight the need - and I would go so far as to call it a "democratic requirement" – for them to be 
involved in the policy-making processes, the processes of preparing EU decisions and, once such 
decisions have been taken, in their implementation.  
 
  Apart from a number of statements of principle, the draft constitution currently 
contains no provisions which would make it possible to give real substance to the concept of 
participatory democracy at EU level and to the concept of the civil dialogue, the main instrument for 
achieving participatory democracy. 
 
  If the EU is to realise the goal which it has been set, namely to become an area of 
freedom, democracy, justice and security, it is essential for the Union to have the support of active and 
committed citizens and the support of the organisations through which these citizens can express 
themselves and take action. 
 
  In order to achieve this goal, the constitution must ensure that the EU makes a 
qualitative leap in terms of democratic legitimacy. The constitution must introduce a sustainable 
reform of the processes under which the people of Europe are governed. This reform must identify 
participation and dialogue as the key principles behind the future governance of the EU. The draft 
constitution will also be judged by the people of the EU and their organisations in the light of the 
provisions adopted with a view to promoting participation and dialogue. 
 
  The members of the EESC are divided into three groups; this structure promotes 
ongoing, structured dialogue between the component parts of organised civil society in respect of all 
the issues on the agenda of the EU. 
 
  The EESC occupies a position at the intersection of the social dialogue and the civil 
dialogue in the EU; this puts the Committee in a position to facilitate a structured process of joint 
elaboration of standpoints involving the various categories of economic, social and civil activity which 
it represents, in particular as regards standpoints on the strategic debates on the future citizenship of 
the EU and the development of the European social model. 
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  It is, nonetheless, very important to stress that the EESC claims no exclusive rights as 
regards the dialogue between the EU and organised civil society. This is a point on which we wish to 
place particular stress. 
 
  May I, at this stage in my address, Ladies and Gentlemen, broaden the scope of my 
remarks and draw attention to the fact that, over the last ten years, the interest displayed by the EU 
institutions in engaging in dialogue with civil society, particularly organised civil society, has been 
constantly increasing. The EU institutions have recognised that policies and decisions will not be 
effective if governing bodies fail to listen to the views of the people concerned, do not allow them to 
participate and do not seek their approval. If these decisions are to be effective, it is absolutely 
essential that they are accepted by the persons concerned. 
 
  There is therefore an indispensable need to involve to a greater extent in the appraisals 
with regard to the definition and implementation of EU policies not just the social partners – i.e. the 
representatives of employers and wage-earners, for whom the 1992 Treaty of Maastricht had already 
defined a specific form of participation – but also all the other players representing organised civil 
society. Trans-national European associations representing civil society have also been forcefully 
setting out this claim for a long period. Since these associations represent the people who are directly 
involved, they are seeking not just to be consulted but also to be involved by means of appropriate 
processes of participation. 
 
  Participatory democracy, which can only be envisaged and practised if it is seen as 
being complementary to representative democracy, meets the need for modern European governance 
by providing a large number of different possibilities for sounding out the views of the persons 
concerned, passing on advice and entering into participation; these possibilities are part of the concept 
of the civil dialogue. 
 
  The civil dialogue between the EU and organised civil society has already developed 
to a large extent but must continue to develop further. Civil dialogue takes two main forms: 
 
• The first form is that of an informal, but regular, dialogue between, on the one hand, specialised 

organisations which are particularly concerned by specific political projects or legislative 
initiatives and, on the other hand, the bodies responsible or the individuals responsible at sectoral 
level (e.g., the Directorates-General of the Commission and their officials who are responsible for 
given fields and the committees of the European Parliament and the MEPs concerned); 

 
• The second form is that of a structured, institutionalised dialogue between organised civil society, 

as a whole, on the one hand, and the EU and its respective bodies, on the other hand. 
 
  In the context of the definition of a new constitutional order for the EU by the 
European Convention, the structured, institutionalised dialogue between organised civil society and 
the EU is of particular importance and interest. It is, however, vital for it to be backed up by ongoing 
dialogue between the various civil society organisations. The only way to achieve consensus over the 
process of European integration and the development of that process is through a dialogue between 
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civil society organisations themselves. Failure to achieve such a consensus will virtually rule out 
fruitful and beneficial discussion with the EU institutions. 
 
  This form of civil dialogue, as a component of participatory democracy and European 
governance, will only be really effective if it can be part of an institutional framework and can be 
given a specific "platform". Under the proposed new constitutional order for the EU, it is European 
Economic and Social Committee which is to provide this platform. By virtue of its membership, the 
position which it occupies in the political architecture of the EU and its working methods, the EESC is 
situated at the intersection between participatory democracy and representative democracy. The EESC 
has at its disposal not only all the requisite resources and procedures but also the necessary experience 
to enable it to organise discussions between representatives of civil society who have different 
objectives and speak on behalf of different interests. Through its in-depth opinions, the EESC advises 
the EU's legislative and executive bodies (European Parliament, Council of Ministers and the 
European Commission) in an objective way; as the EESC's recommendations are characterised by 
realism and are acceptable to society as a whole, they transcend the various sectoral and partisan 
interests. 
 
  In recent years the EESC has made every effort to ensure that it provides the broadest 
possible representation of organised civil society; despite these efforts, traditions and established rights 
continue to exercise a strong influence, not to mention the procedures for appointing the EESC 
members. NGOs and European and trans-national networks which are either not represented or 
represented only indirectly at the EESC are, however, being increasingly involved – in a variety of 
different ways – in the structures and work of the EESC. 
 
  For all the abovementioned reasons, the EESC can now claim to be the institution for 
promoting the civil dialogue. Which other existing institution is better equipped than the EESC to 
perform this role? 
 

   


