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Opening speech by Dr Anne-Marie Sigmund,
President of the European Economic and Social Committee, on the European Day of the Liberal Professions 2006

When, at the last bilateral meeting between the German Association of Liberal Professions (BfB) and the Austrian Federal Committee for the Liberal Professions (BUKO) in May last year, I suggested that a European Day of the Liberal Professions be created, I did so for various reasons, which I shall briefly explain in a moment.

I am especially pleased that presidents Cabana and Oesingmann took up the suggestion and put it into practice with the active participation of CEPLIS president Bedossa and the representatives of Club Profile.

In the almost 27 years in which I have been involved with the Austrian Federal Committee for the Liberal Professions (BUKO), I have learned and discovered that exercising a liberal profession is something quite special. The way members of the liberal professions work distinguishes them clearly from service providers in industry and commerce. They have very clear professional rights and responsibilities and are bound by rules of professional conduct.

However, the criteria for exercising a profession differ from one liberal profession to another. There are also areas of activity within liberal professions that are similar to those of other liberal professions; sometimes they complement each other, sometimes they overlap.

All of these circumstances mean that representing the interests of all liberal professions to the outside world is not exactly straightforward.
At European level, this is made even more difficult by the fact that membership of a liberal profession is in some cases subject to different arrangements in each Member State.

As far as we are concerned, there is no doubt that the liberal professions have a corporate identity. Indeed, this has been both explicitly and implicitly confirmed by the European institutions – the Commission, the Parliament and the ECJ.
What is common to the liberal professions and what is distinctive about them, and their problems, that is what we want to discuss openly today, on this first European Day of the Liberal Professions – not least in the current context.
The liberal professions are special professions, some of which have existed since ancient times. They have always been bound by three loyalties:
· to the law and thus to society
· to their self-imposed professional ethics, and finally
· to their personal and overriding responsibility to their clients, patients and customers.
The liberal professions thus act as a bridge between the state and its citizens, whose basic needs they cater for and whose basic rights they defend.
For a member of the liberal professions, freedom means two things:
· on the one hand, professional freedom and independence;
· on the other, the citizen's freedom to use the services of a member of the liberal professions in certain fundamental areas, such as health, access to justice, his legal, economic, and indeed technical security – in other words, quality of life.
Within the EU institutional framework, the EESC has a role which is not unrelated to that of the liberal professions; it too is a bridge between the institutions and the public, and performs its role as an intermediary in many different ways.

Moreover, the EESC deals with all the topics we will be discussing today:
· We issue regular opinions on the Commission's competition report; thanks to the initiative of my colleague, Bruno Vever, the issue of self-government and self-regulation has become an ongoing topic.
· The EESC, with its rapporteurs Arno Metzler and Erik Ehnmark, was the first institution to issue an opinion on the services directive.
· Consumer protection is a cross-cutting issue for our Committee.
I hope that this first European Day of the Liberal Professions will be informative for everyone and will provide added value to all those involved. 

It would be good if we could build on this European Day 2006 and meet again for the next European Day in 2007.
I hope we all have an exciting day and good discussions – including on the fringes of the official proceedings. I would like – in alphabetical order - first of all to ask my friend and colleague Adrien Bedossa, President of CEPLIS and a member our Committee, to make his introductory comments.
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