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Mr President Roche,  
Ladies and Gentlemen,  
 
 
Allow me first of all to thank and congratulate most warmly President Roche  and the Irish 
presidency for this excellent initiative of organising this informal interministerial conference and for 
the diversity of interests represented by those present.  
 
I would like to congratulate the Irish presidency for two reasons since, if I may be permitted to be 
somewhat provocative for a moment, this should be a key objective pursued by any presidency!  
 
We could not envisage real success unless our union was based on popular legitimacy, as any 
democratic policy should be.  
 
I consider that we will not be able to enjoy popular support if we continue to neglect this vital issue of 
communication with the citizens of Europe.  
 
I would therefore like to thank you, Mr President, for having invited me, as President of the European 
Economic and Social Committee, to take part in this meeting. In the debate on how to inform the 
citizens better on the European Union, the Economic and Social Committee has a specific and 
important role to play, since it is the debating forum and place of representation of national civil 
society organisations.  
 
The European project in all its manifestations needs relay channels between the superstructures of 
Europe, often known collectively as "Brussels," and public opinion. I would like to suggest that an 
"intermediate Europe" should be developed and put into practice by multiplying the forums of debate 
and information, either centralised in Brussels or decentralised in the Member States.  
 
Because of its composition and its role in the Treaty and the future Constitution, the European 
Economic and Social Committee could be one of these "bridges" between "Europe" and its citizens, 
with its specific "civil society" character.  
 
I would like to remind you that the Committee is made up of representatives of the most 
representative organisations of civil society at national level in the majority of the present and future 
Member States, and of representatives of more than 200 national organisations. Soon, more than 
300 will be represented.  
 
This is a "mother lode" that the institutions have never fully exploited. But the situation is changing, 
as you have seen for yourself, Mr Minister, on your visits to the Committee during this presidency.  
 
More and more, the Committee is being asked for exploratory opinions by the Commission, by the 
European Parliament, and by successive presidencies. The Committee has thus been asked to prepare 
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such opinions on the big EU issues: sustainable development, the EU's competitiveness, the financial 
outlook, the single market, employment policy and social policies.  
 
It is our duty to consider all these issues and say more about what the EU is doing, we must work on 
that together. Each national or Community institution has its part to play here.  
 
This is why I am particularly pleased, as President of the European Economic and Social Committee, 
to see that the European Council of 25 and 26 March asked if our Committee would think about ways 
of ensuring a more effective implementation of the Lisbon Strategy.  
 
Each institution has its own assets, its own network of partners.  
 
The strength of our Committee lies in its direct links with the organisations of the key players in our 
countries.  
 
It is the bridge that connects the EU to organised civil society.  
 
If the Committee's role as "mother lode" is to be better exploited in future, better links must be 
established between the Committee and its members, and the representational offices of the European 
Parliament and the Commission in the Member States. Such lines of communication between the 
members of the Committee and their national and territorial authorities must be established.  
 
To do this, inter-institutional cooperation must be strengthened and information capacities increased, 
so as to organise the debate surrounding this information into forums.  
 
To prepare the opinions on the key issues that I mentioned a few minutes ago, the European 
Economic and Social Committee has acted as a debating forum, and now it wishes to develop its role 
here in the future. The Committee has set itself the goal of developing its role of co-ordinator in the 
European debates with civil society and its own structures for dialogue.  
 
The Committee does this more and more with similar organisations (the economic and social 
committees in the Member States). I have come straight from a major conference that we have been 
organising this week in Dublin with the National Economic and Social Council of Ireland and other 
councils of this type on the theme "Public Services: the Role of Civil Dialogue in the Supply of 
Economic and Social Services of Quality." Last night we had a discussion with the President of the 
European Council on this issue.  
 
A few weeks ago, the European Economic and Social Committee organised a major conference on 
participatory democracy, where we discussed how to communicate better both ways. You, Mr 
President, were one of the main speakers at this conference and you yourself raised the problems that 
can be summarised in the sentence: "We must communicate better and do so together."  
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The European Economic and Social Committee is continuing to develop its role  as a forum for debate 
and communication. It has recently an approach designed to involve European civil society 
organisations more. The Committee will in future seek to involve these organisations in a structured 
dialogue and start a more thorough discussion with them, not to take their place, but to give them the 
opportunity of comparing their positions and creating new possibilities for contact.  
 
Mr President, we all hope that the Irish presidency will see the adoption of the new Treaty. There will 
be an important prospect that we must all address as regards participatory democracy. To do this, we 
must consider full-scale exploitation so that the European Economic and Social Committee can really 
become a institution of summary, of debate and of communication. This role provides a new 
opportunity for both the Union and the Committee. During the Convention the Committee has already 
played this role of facilitation. It has opened its doors to enable a structured dialogue to take place 
between the policies of the Convention and the civil society organisations of Europe.  
 
Thank you for your attention.  
 

 

 


