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Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
  I should like first of all to thank you for having invited me to speak at this conference, 
which is as important as it is interesting.  
 
  There is no need for me to go into the importance of the topic brought to the fore here 
today by the Italian economic and social council - the CNEL (National Economic and Labour 
Council) - given that many speakers have already made many highly pertinent statements in this 
connection. This is a theme which concerns the whole of Europe and cannot be discussed at national 
level only. I am therefore most pleased that you are holding this conference in the context of the 
Italian presidency, all the more so since the latter has made immigration and asylum one of its 
priorities for the second half of 2003. The Italian presidency wishes above all to help i) define 
Community standards on asylum, ii) step up cooperation with the countries from which migrants 
come and through which they transit and iii) improve cooperation between Member States in visa 
matters. 
 
  I shall therefore not go into these aspects of the immigration issue today, although I 
fully recognise how urgent they are. I shall focus above all on the social aspects of this matter, which 
the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) has highlighted in its work.  
 
  Your invitation to the EESC President again brings our two institutions - the 
European Economic and Social Committee and the Italian economic and social council - that bit 
closer. We cooperate closely in the regular meetings held between the economic and social councils 
of the European Union's Member States and within our worldwide Association, but we also cooperate 
on a bilateral basis when possible; this is something that we value highly. Moreover, I attach 
considerable importance and am looking forward to the conference on various aspects of the 
European Union's enlargement, which the CNEL and the European Economic and Social Committee 
will be organising together here in Rome on 24 November; this will be our joint contribution to the 
Italian presidency's six-month period. 
 
  Before going to the heart of the matter in hand, let me take this opportunity - in this 
city where the intergovernmental conference will be starting its work examining the Convention's 
draft on the future European constitution - to say a few words about our expectations and 
requirements of this intergovernmental conference, and the constitution about which it will have to 
take a decision. 
 
  As far as our expectations are concerned, I shall confine my comments to two 
spheres: in general we endorse the draft constitution outlined by the Convention. It represents a major 
step forward in that it constitutes added value for the European Union in terms of democracy, clarity 
and visibility. We hope that the heads of state and government, as well as the ministers of foreign 
affairs, will be wise enough not to unravel the consensus reached within the Convention and will not 
modify the wording or the provisions in such a way as to compromise the institutional balance which 
has been achieved.  
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  This does not, however, preclude the possibility of improving certain aspects of the 
text by adding and clarifying a number of points. We are thinking more particularly here about the 
five following points which, to our minds, are of considerable importance in so far as they could 
further clarify the Convention's will to promote dialogue between the institutions and civil society. 
 
1.  We are requesting an amendment to the name of our institution, for it to be known 
henceforth as the "European Economic and Social Council". 
 
  This request for a name change is designed to highlight more clearly the European 
nature of the Committee and its specific role in the institutional framework of the Union, by 
distinguishing it, on the one hand, from its counterparts in the Member States, and on the other, from 
the multitude of sectoral, consultative and other committees orbiting the institutions. 
 
2.  We are calling for the consultative bodies to be included in the list of institutions and 
bodies which make up the "institutional framework" of the Union. 
 
  The European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions 
(CoR), as part of the powers conferred upon them under the Constitution, fully contribute to efforts to 
attain the objectives set out in Article 18 (1) of the draft Constitution. Allowing organised civil society 
and local and regional authorities to play an effective part in the process of shaping, implementing and 
monitoring Community policies, enables them to help boost the democratic legitimacy of the Union in 
its general interest and that of its Member States, in keeping with Article I-31 of the same draft. 
Consequently these two consultative committees constitute an integral part of the single institutional 
framework of the Union and should be mentioned in Article 18 (2). 
 
3.  We are insisting on parity being maintained with the Committee of the Regions, by 
the European Economic and Social Committee also being granted the right of appeal to the Court of 
Justice to protect its prerogatives. 
 
  The European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions 
represent two distinct, yet equally important, aspects of Europe and the Union's democratic life, and 
they have two quite separate representative roles: civil society organisations are represented by the 
EESC and local and regional authorities by the CoR. Consequently the two bodies must be dealt with 
on an equal footing and benefit from the same rights, in line with their prerogatives. 
 
4.  We are proposing that a new article be inserted which clarifies the mandate and tasks 
of the European Economic and Social Committee as follows: 
 
  "As part of the advisory function conferred on it by Article I-31 of the Constitution, 
the European Economic and Social Council shall: 
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• assist the Union's legislative and executive institutions in the process of decision- and policy-
making and in their implementation; 

 
• assist the Commission and the social partners in organising the social dialogue while respecting 

their autonomy; 
 
• facilitate dialogue between the Union and the organisations representing civil society in 

accordance with the principles laid down in Article I-46; 
 
• support the Union's external action by maintaining dialogue with civil society organisations in 

non-EU countries and blocs." 
 
  The EESC is an instrument for strengthening the Union's democratic legitimacy, 
allowing civil society to play an effective part in the process of shaping polices and preparing 
Community decisions. A provision of this type would allow the Committee's tasks to be clearly 
defined. It would thus provide a valuable addition to the provisions on the Union's consultative bodies 
and democratic life. 
 
5.  Finally, we are asking for the areas of mandatory consultation of the EESC to be 
expanded to include the following: 
 
• application of the non-discrimination principle; 
• broad economic policy guidelines; 
• culture; 
• and lastly, of course, the common asylum and immigration policy. 
 
  These are areas where the Committee, thanks to its membership and its members' 
expertise, is already recognised as making an important contribution, either through optional referrals 
or on its own initiative. Stipulating mandatory referral would be one way of acknowledging this 
contribution and would help raise the profile of its action in these spheres. Moreover, this would also 
give tangible form to the Union's wish to further reinforce the democratic legitimacy of Community 
policies. 
 
Mr President, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
  This brings me finally to the topic of our conference and to the European Economic 
and Social Committee's stance on the subjects in hand, namely immigration and asylum. The EESC's 
positions on these issues to date demonstrate that it has made a firm decision to deal with them from 
the point of view of the social dimension and the European integration process. 
 
  As representative of civil society organisations, the EESC has on various occasions 
emphasised that it is banking on the establishment of a Europe for the people, and that it is aware that 
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this requires a positive attitude to the integration of third-country nationals living in the European 
Union, for a Europe for the people cannot develop if part of its population is discriminated against. 
 
  We have discussed, and then adopted, a large number of opinions on immigration and 
asylum, in response to proposals being prepared by the Commission. 
 
  Our stance has been to support unreservedly the European Commission's current 
drive to put in place immigration and asylum policies and Community legislation, deeming that these 
must serve to redress current trends in this sphere prevailing in the Member States. 
 
  This position adopted by the EESC has gradually been consolidated as we have 
observed that the Council (ministers of justice and internal affairs) have been in no hurry to approve 
the Commission's proposals. 
 
  The restrictive immigration policies pursued by the EU's Member States over the last 
25 to 30 years have created a situation where illegal immigration has flourished. 
 
  A large number of immigrants looking for work have entered the EU illegally, which 
means that the proportion of immigrants staying illegally in the EU remains high. 
 
  This said, the work these people do has contributed to the growth of certain 
production sectors. 
 
  It is widely acknowledged by politicians and researchers that immigration into 
Europe for work reasons has made a major contribution to our economy. 
 
  Our approach is that the new policy on migratory flows must include parallel action 
in two key areas: steps 1) to open up legal ways of entering Europe and 2) to combat the deep-set 
causes which encourage illegal immigration.  
 
  Immigration policy, in the EESC's opinion, must be closely linked to employment 
policy, which entails stepping up actions to boost the employability of job seekers (through training) 
and developing equal opportunities policies. 
 
  National action plans for employment must include forecasts on migratory flows and 
ensure that all the social operators actively participate in immigration policy decisions. 
 
  European societies and their public institutions and social organisations have over the 
past ten years acknowledged that the future of immigrants lies mainly with integration into the host 
society.  
 
  Nevertheless, European societies have not yet completely accepted this. 
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  Immigrants still encounter obstacles to exercising their right to family reunification 
and to obtaining residence permits. Their civil, social and political rights are not the same as those 
enjoyed by host country nationals. 
 
  Equal opportunities and treatment have not yet been fully achieved. 
 
  Moreover, social policies for combating discrimination and promoting social 
integration vary considerably: although some institutions (local authorities and regional and national 
governments) have been implementing such policies since the 1970's, others have not even envisaged 
doing so. 
 
  The very notion of social integration does not have the same meaning for everyone, 
especially where cultural matters are concerned.  
 
  The EESC has forged a view of integration in which cultural aspects take the back 
seat, with citizenship rights as the core element. 
 
  It defines integration as "bringing immigrants' rights and duties, as well as access to 
goods, services and means of civic participation, progressively into line with those of the rest of the 
population, under conditions of equal opportunities and treatment". 
 
  This civic, non-culturalist approach to social integration is backed up by a highly 
positive view of cultural diversity.  
 
  The Committee emphasises that cultural diversity is a hallmark of democratic, 
pluralist Europe and that immigration enhances this diversity.  
 
  Many measures for promoting immigrants' and refugees' rights and social integration 
have, as I have already remarked, been carried out by social organisations. 
 
  It would be appropriate for them to continue to do so, because it is unthinkable that 
the social integration process can forge ahead without a major commitment from civil society 
organisations. 
 
  However, what is needed is greater coordination between these organisations' work 
and that of the public institutions. 
 
  Moreover, civil society organisations must be able to count on more financial support 
to be able to do their work. 
 
  We shall begin by mentioning the importance of social organisations' actions when 
immigrants and refugees are initially taken in; they first of all turn to associations and communities of 
people with the same origins as themselves, and it is these who put them on the right track in the 
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integration process in their host society, with support from organisations which provide them with 
certain services (NGOs, trade unions, etc). 
 
  In this support, immigrants and refugees often see proof that not everything in their 
host country works against them, and this in turn makes them more predisposed to integrate socially. 
 
  These organisations intervening in the initial reception phase must be able to rely on 
institutional support so that everyone has access on arrival to the services necessary for their 
integration: legal aid, language courses and housing for those who need it, in addition to socio-
occupational guidance, etc. 
 
  One should not forget that when people arrive in a new society, if integration goes 
badly at the outset, this can lead to isolation and social exclusion, which significantly holds up the 
social integration process. 
 
  Professional integration is another aspect of key importance; work is the way people 
acquire resources, allowing them to obtain other goods and, moreover, it is the main contact point in 
social relations with others. 
 
  The social partners, who to a large extent direct the way the labour market operates 
and who constitute key pillars in Europe's economic and social life, have an important role to play in 
helping immigrants integrate. Nevertheless, it has transpired that on the labour market and in the 
workplace, immigrants have been subjected not only to conditions that contravene present-day 
professional and social standards but also to unacceptable discrimination. 
 
  The social partners must, as part of collective bargaining and labour relations, 
shoulder their responsibilities as regards the integration of immigrants.  
 
  To do this, they will have to weed out any direct or indirect form of discrimination in 
collective agreements, laws and professional practices. 
 
  Discrimination may be due to gender, ethnic origin or nationality, culture, religion or 
age, amongst other things, and in many cases immigrants suffer from discrimination based on several 
of these at once. 
 
  The European Economic and Social Committee is proposing that the social partners - 
at European level and as part of the social dialogue - examine the possibility of putting together social 
agreements and initiatives to boost the integration of immigrants by improving labour relations and 
working conditions and by eliminating all forms of discrimination. 
 
  Account must always be taken of the different systems for collective bargaining, 
labour relations and social security in the Member States.  
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  Nevertheless, in each of these systems, the social partners must create assessment and 
negotiation instruments at various levels – national, regional, sectoral and business – to foster 
immigrants' integration into the world of work. 
 
  Continuous training is one vital instrument for promoting genuine equality on the 
labour market. 
 
  The social partners must step up their actions to ensure that immigrants gain access to 
continuous training under the same conditions as those available to nationals of the host country. 
 
  The fact of not knowing the language of the host society makes an immigrant's access 
to continuous training and employment more difficult; for this reason special continuous training 
should be provided for such immigrants. 
 
  In the course of their professional career, many people encounter difficulties because 
of being immigrants. 
 
  Therefore the social partners must, in the various areas concerned, endeavour to 
promote genuine equality for everybody in career development and pay changes, free of any 
discrimination. 
 
  Access to housing and urban planning to prevent discrimination and segregation are 
two other key areas where public institutions and social organisations must cooperate. 
 
  Access to education systems for the children of immigrant and refugee families must 
be guaranteed as of pre-school age, with the same conditions for everybody. 
 
  Steps to ensure this often require particular attention being paid to the provision of 
schooling for minors, combating all forms of discrimination and allocating increased resources to 
schools which have to cope with the late integration of pupils and other special circumstances. 
 
  Trade unions and teachers' and parents' associations have a ma jor responsibility here 
and must be open to immigrants' and refugees' involvement.  
 
  Health and social services must be fully accessible to immigrants and refugees. 
 
  It is often NGOs and religious organisations which facilitate access for these people 
to such services; they must therefore be provided with the necessary resources to carry out this task.  
 
  Religious institutions and organisations play an important role in the social 
integration process, as much because they foster immigrants' and refugees' links with the community 
as because of their ability to promote human values and solidarity. 
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  Civil society's role in integrating immigrants and refugees is therefore, as we can see, 
an extremely important one. 
 
  Its actions must be backed up by public authority intervention along the same lines. 
 
  Little progress can be made when, on the one hand, social organisations are making a 
considerable effort to boost integration, if, on the other, governments pursue asylum and immigration 
policies which are discriminatory, are disadvantageous to immigrants and refugees, or undermine 
their rights. European societies must acknowledge that the best way to improve social integration is to 
avoid measures which might result in social exclusion; recognition of this fact should lead to a review 
of immigration and asylum policies. 
 
Dear friends, 
 
  In conclusion, I should like to draw your attention to the link between efforts to 
hammer out a transparent, democratic and federal constitution for the European Union and those to 
pursue a fair, solidarity-based and responsible immigration and asylum policy. I see this link from two 
angles: 
 
  Firstly, the constitution will significantly strengthen the political system of our Union, 
not only because its institutional framework will be reinforced, and will therefore be more robust, but 
also because the rule of law will emerge stronger and there will be greater legal certainty. The public 
will develop more faith in the Union; they will deem it to be more capable of tackling the problems 
which the Member States are no longer able to solve, satisfactorily or at all. This will in turn benefit in 
particular the Union's capacity to solve complex, delicate problems, such as how immigrants and 
asylum seekers are dealt with, in so far as Member States will increasingly be inclined to ask for and 
accept community-wide solutions.  
 
  Secondly, backed up by a democratic constitution which confirms its legitimacy, 
consolidates its identity and boosts its capacity to take action vis-à-vis the rest of the world, the 
European Union will be able to take the political initiatives necessary for furthering peace and 
development, in such a way as to defuse the immigration and asylum problem within Europe. The 
best way to tackle a problem is in fact to prevent it from arising in the first place. 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 


