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 .../... 

 
Ladies and Gentlemen, Ministers, Ambassadors, Dear Friends, 
 
  Allow me first of all to say to you how happy I am to be among you in Mexico. I see 
here today many friends with whom we have been working for several years to develop a partnership 
between the European Union, Latin America and the Caribbean in favour of a human concept of 
development. 
 
  Our meeting in Mexico of organised civil society from Latin America, the Caribbean 
and the European Union emphasises once again, Mr Minister, your country’s commitment to 
development. 
 
  Indeed, how can one not see a link and line of reasoning between the Monterrey 
conference on development, the Cancun conference on trade and meetings between Latin America, the 
Caribbean and the EU at both civil society level and Heads of State and Government level in this 
spring of 2004. 
 
  I think that the Latin American-Caribbean-EU partnership owes it to itself to become 
a model for development and trade, and I believe that the two days of work that await us will enable us 
to move forward along this road. 
 
  Before anything else, I should like to thank the European Commission, and 
particularly Commissioner Patten, for the support they have given us in the organisation of this 
meeting of organised civil society from Latin America, the Caribbean and the EU. I should also like, 
on behalf of all those present here, to thank the Mexican government, and particularly the State 
Secretary for External Relations, for their active collaboration in the organisation of this meeting. 
 
  Allow me to say a few words on the institution over which I have the honour to 
preside, the European Economic and Social Committee. The existence of a body like the Economic 
and Social Committee among the European institutions is the guarantee of the wish of the Founding 
Fathers of Europe to ensure the presence of democracy and transparency in the building of Europe. 
Our assembly, which is the expression of the economic and social forces of civil society in the Europe 
of Fifteen, and tomorrow the Europe of 25, is made up of men and women who, in their respective 
organisations of employers, councillors, craftsmen, trade unionists, farmers, consumers, women and 
environmentalists, are the actors on the ground in Europe. 
 
  Our Committee has to be consulted before any legislative decision or any new 
initiative is taken in most of the areas under the jurisdiction of the European Communities, in the first 
rank of which are economic and social affairs. Our opinions are on the table of the EU Council of 
Ministers alongside the proposals of the European Commission and the opinions of the European 
Parliament. They are often taken into consideration, thanks to the expertise of my draftsmen 
colleagues, men and women who are professionals to their fingertips. 
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  Our experience is not only limited to activities within the EU; it also includes a vast 
international field, with the drafting of opinions and the setting-up of structured dialogue with our 
counterparts in non-EU countries. In the area of Latin America we have for several years been 
enjoying structured relations with the Consultative Forum of Mercosur and frequent contacts with all 
of you. And as you know, it is now the third time that we have organised this meeting of organised 
civil society from Latin America, the Caribbean and the European Union. 
 
  I should like, for these few minutes, to set out a few topics for reflection for the next 
two days. 
 
  The first point I should like to stress is the importance of the partnership 
between Latin America, the Caribbean and the European Union. 
 
  Of course, we have important economic and commercial relations with each other that 
should be developed still further. But above all, we also share the same culture and the same approach 
to human development. I am even convinced that together, Latin America, the Caribbean and the 
European Union can push forward the quest for a necessary governance of globalisation. 
 
  It seems to me, however, that the European Union has not attributed – and still 
continues not to attribute – the necessary importance to the South American continent and the 
Caribbean. Nevertheless, the situation is improving and the next Summit of Heads of State and 
Government in Guadalajara, as well as our own meetings at civil society level, are a clear illustration 
of this. 
 
  I should like to see a new impetus, a new dynamic, that would come from association 
agreements concluded with regional entities such as Mercosur, Central America and the Andean 
Community, the establishment of a true partnership and an overall inter-regional agreement. I should 
also like to see an increase in the financial aid that the European Union gives to Latin America. I 
would not like to forget our friends from the Caribbean who benefit from the provisions of the 
Cotonou Agreement, for which the EESC fought long and hard, and who will shortly see the launching 
of talks on the economic partnership agreements. 
 
  The second point I should like to mention is the importance which the European 
Union and the EESC attribute to social cohesion, to social development. 
 
  The EU itself is founded on respect for fundamental rights. The EU Charter of 
Fundamental Rights, proclaimed at Nice in December 2000, reiterates the EU’s aim of promoting and 
fully integrating fundamental rights – including basic labour standards – into all of its policies and 
actions. This aim is, of course, included in the draft constitution. In addition, the EU’s Heads of State 
and Government have made the combating of poverty and social exclusion a priority, as part of the 
Lisbon strategy. The European Economic and Social Committee and its members are major actors in 
this strategy. 
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  Our development model based on the taking into account of social and environmental 
issues and on the involvement and consultation of representatives of organised civil society arouses 
and attracts the interest of our friends from the south. This model is in competition – sometimes even 
in conflict – with the out-and-out free market, laissez-faire American model. You, my dear Latin 
American and Caribbean friends, are particularly well placed to know what I mean. 
 
  At the EESC we have recently drawn up an opinion on the possible repercussions of 
the free trade agreement of the Americas, for which the draftsman is my friend, Mr Mario Soares, 
and our conclusions are, basically, close to those drawn by many of you. One of the features of this 
project is that it is exclusively commercial in nature, which will certainly only aggravate the existing 
imbalances in the region. On the other hand, the agreements that your countries are negotiating – and 
should negotiate – with the European Union include, in addition to an economic and commercial 
dimension, a social and environmental dimension, and also a desire to involve participants from civil 
society. 
 
  The third of my points covers my concerns at the social difficulties faced by the 
populations of Latin America and the Caribbean, and the repercussions that this situation could 
have on democracy in your countries. 
 
  The economic development of recent years has not really led in your countries to an 
improvement in the social situation or a reduction in inequalities. This situation gives particular cause 
for concern. For instance, levels of poverty and extreme poverty in the region remain high (at 43% and 
19% respectively). In addition, your populations are particularly preoccupied – and threatened – by 
insecurity, discrimination and the lack of social cohesion. 
 
  The persistence of poverty and the inability to turn economic growth into a general 
rise in incomes are signs of what some call the “social debt” of the Latin American continent. I am 
afraid that, unless all these elements are tackled with maximum energy, they may give rise to 
movements that may jeopardise the progress made towards democracy in recent years. 
 
  The next point that I should like to make is the priority that the European Union 
must give to the whole issue of social cohesion. 
 
  In this context I am pleased with the initiative taken by Commissioner Patten to make 
the issue of social cohesion one of the major themes of the Summit of Heads of State and Government 
to be held in Guadalajara next May. 
 
  I should also like to thank the Commissioner for having asked the European 
Economic and Social Committee to draw up an opinion on this matter, which my friend, 
José Maria Zufiaur, will present at the next meeting. This opinion is a document of great importance, 
which highlights the many dimensions of the social cohesion issue: the political, the economic, the 
territorial, the environmental and, of course, the social dimension. 
 



- 4 - 

 .../... 

  What, in fact, is this all about? It is all about promoting sustainable development 
resting on three pillars – economic, social and environmental – within a multi-level framework of 
solidarity: solidarity between generations, between territories, between origins – and about promoting 
real democracy based on participation. 
 
  So, I support the European Union’s call for a new consensus in favour of social 
cohesion to emerge at the Summit of Heads of State and Government in Guadalajara. I would add that 
civil society must be an integral part of this new consensus in order to encourage populations to really 
take development policies to their hearts. 
 
  My last point, which for me represents the cement necessary for all our actions 
and justifies our presence here today, is the essential need to boost the involvement of organised 
civil society in national debates and decision-making machinery. 
 
  The involvement of civil society in decision-making expresses a move towards greater 
democracy and enables progress to be made along the road towards sustainable growth and social 
inclusion. It is also a means of ensuring governance, since the involvement of civil society makes the 
machinery of power more transparent.  
 
  For these reasons, the European Economic and Social Committee has taken on the 
mission of encouraging, in each region and each country of Latin America and the Caribbean, the 
consolidation of civil society and the establishment or reinforcement of structures for dia logue and 
consultation between the representatives of civil society and between these representatives and the 
political authorities. Like all of you, I was very pleased to see the setting-up of the Council for 
Economic and Social Development in Brazil, and it is our pleasure to welcome several of its 
representatives among us today. This example will, I hope, be followed rapidly by Mexico, which has 
already laid the foundations of such a project. 
 
  To my dear Mexican friends I should like to emphasise that the EESC is ready to help 
you to the full in this enterprise. The first contacts that have been made already promise great things, 
and I am convinced that our meetings still to come, particularly at a bilateral level, will enable your 
project to move forward. 
 
  I also ask that each agreement negotiated by the European Union should provide 
machinery for dialogue at civil society level, like that which exists in the text of the Association 
Agreement concluded between the European Union and Chile. The creation of joint consultative 
committees made up of members of the European Economic and Social Committee and 
representatives of organised civil society in the countries concerned enhances participation in 
democracy and enables citizens to be better involved. At regional level the EESC has anticipated the 
achievement of this objective by entering into a structured dialogue with the Consultative Forum of 
Mercosur, and is ready to do the same with the other regional entities that form the integration system 
of Central America and the consultative forums of workers and employers in the Andean Community. 
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  In conclusion, I should like once again to emphasise the importance of our meeting. 
We must, it is true, make recommendations for the Summit of Heads of State and Government, but we 
must also – and above all – strengthen our own relations, our own dialogue, and find together the 
means to give civil society a real role and dimension as participants in the relations between the 
European Union, Latin America and the Caribbean. 
 
  Thank you for your attention. 
 
 

_______________ 
 


