
EESC Civil Society Prize 2012 

Rewarding excellence  
in civil society initiatives

Innovate for a sustainable Europe!



The EESC rewards Europe’s  
civil society innovators      

Over the last few years, the 
European Econ omic and 
Social Committee worked 
hard to prepare European 
civil society’s input to the 
Rio+20 Earth Summit, 
which took place in June 
2012. The job did not fin-
ish when the conference 

ended. We wanted to know how European civil soci-
ety organisations are rising to the challenges posed 
in Rio. Governments may be the decision-makers 
when it comes to policy, but it is civil society players 
 – businesses, employees, consumers and entrepre-
neurs among many others – who are key to securing 
change on the ground. For this year’s Civil Society 
Prize, we invited nominations covering a wide range 
of innovations – not only environmental but also 
social, technological, scientific, or impacting on the 
workplace,  production methods or lifestyles.  

We realised that civil society organisations are 
ini tiating and carrying out projects to promote 
sustainable growth and development in Europe 
– generally defined as “development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromis-
ing the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs.” They may be on a grand Europe-wide 
scale, or focused on more local needs or objectives. 
These efforts come from EU citizens who want to 
get involved in making their environment better 
and to contribute to a more sustainable European 
society. They are crucial if the EU is going to meet 
its urgent target of improving social well-being and 
creating good jobs in a greener economy.  

The aim of the Civil Society Prize is to offer the 
 recognition that the best of civil society pro-
jects across Europe richly deserve, by ‘Rewarding 
 excellence in Civil Society Initiatives’.

When I assumed the EESC presidency in 2010, 
I made ‘sustainability and growth’ one of the three 
priorities of my work programme for the coming 
two-and-a-half years. This year’s prize forms part 
of a chain of EESC initiatives designed to raise 
 awareness and foster sustainability among the 
social partners and European society in general.

This year we set potential candidates a tough chal-
lenge. We called for original initiatives that specifi-
cally promote sustainable lifestyles or ge nerate 
green jobs in Europe. Despite this very demanding 
requirement, we received 23 nominations, many 
of a high standard. Some people may believe that 
 creating a green economy and making the tran-
sition to more sustainable production and con-
sumption is solely the responsibility of businesses.  
Our nominees show that civil society organisations 
can also make an important contribution, espe-
cially in the context of partnership. Citizens must 
be involved if projects are to be sustainable, and 
their  participation in taking ownership is crucial. 

I am very proud of our 2012 Civil Society Prize 
winners. I was impressed by the creativity and the 
unique character of the three winning projects 
and by the thread of social innovation that invigor-
ates all their actions. They all have an educational 
aspect: training people and communities to be 
closer to issues that can improve their daily life 
such as cutting energy-use, helping people to be 
economically active, or understanding that healthy 
eating is better for their well-being.

2013 will be the European Year of Citizens, and the 
EESC, in its role as representative of civil society at 
EU level, will be centre stage. These award-winning 
innovations show how citizens are building a 
 sustainable Europe. 

Staffan Nilsson, President,  
European Economic and Social Committee



Civil Society Prize winners 2012

1st prize: Transition Network (UK/Europe) – REconomy project

“This prize is great recognition for the work of so 
many people in hundreds of European communities 
who are engaging their local civil society in devel-
oping low-carbon futures and livelihoods which 
promote well-being for all in the community,” said 
 Transition Network’s Funding Manager Nicola Hillary.

Demand from local people for advice on making 
their neighbourhoods more environmentally sus-
tainable led to the launch of the Transition Network 
just five years ago. Since then, it has expanded from 
100 to more than 1 000 local groups in 23 European 
countries and around the globe. “It’s very much a 
bottom-up initiative – otherwise it could not have 
spread so fast.”

In January 2011, Transition launched the REcon-
omy project, to help communities to set up new, 
green social enterprises, and adapt existing busi-
nesses to eco-friendly practices. From three pilot 
projects in the UK, interest is now growing in other 
countries. “If you do not have a vision of what a 
sustainable local economy looks like, you cannot 
work towards it,” explained Ms Hillary. Half of the 
prize money will go to support the REconomy pro-
ject, and the rest on sustaining Transition initiatives 
across Europe.  

“The European aspect is so important. Know-
ing that you are not alone and that you can get 
inspiration from other places is fantastic,” she 
concluded.

“Communities all over the place are emerging 
and responding to the challenges of the times 
with great resourcefulness and creativity,” added  
Transition Network’s co-founder Rob Hopkins. 
“They are setting up new social enterprises, often 
based around making the community more  
resilient, low-carbon  businesses, respecting  
natural limits, and localisation.”

More information:  
http://www.transitionnetwork.org/
http://www.reconomyproject.org/

2nd prize: CAIS Association, Portugal – social inclusion and entrepreneurship 

Finding a job in crisis-hit EU countries is especially 
hard for vulnerable and marginalised people. The 
CAIS Association, based in Lisbon and Oporto in Por-
tugal, won second prize for five projects that help 
individuals to become sustainably self-sufficient.

“We are very proud and excited about this award,” 
said Executive Director Henrique Pinto. “European 
recognition of what we manage to achieve, quite 

often with very meagre resources, is undoubtedly 
a very important boost to our way of thinking and 
operating.” The prize money will help to develop new 
work opportunities and expand existing  projects.

CAIS started 18 years ago, launching a monthly 
magazine that homeless or jobless people sell on 
the street to make the money they need to live on. 
Since then it has developed other  environmentally 



friendly initiatives. The recycling workshop in 
Oporto turns industrial waste into useful items. A 
traditional profession is getting a new life through 
the shoe-polishing project, and ‘dry’ car-washing 
shows how to save precious water resources.  

In September, CAIS started the innovative Buy@
Work scheme. Targeted at large company offices, 
like Merck in Lisbon, it supplies the little services 
that staff do not have time for: everything from 
visiting the dry cleaners to picking up shopping.

“The idea is to expand this to other companies – 
there is a lot of potential,” said Mr Pinto. “Solidar-
ity is not about giving charity. The best solidarity 
is the creation of real sustainable solutions that 
include training and work. It is through work that 
people can recover the dignity they deserve.

“Although we are a small organisation, we are a 
very relevant one,” he explained. “Since there is not 
much work out there at the moment, we are try-
ing to invent our own jobs. Our focus is to help 
people to be autonomous.”

More information: http://www.cais.pt/

3rd prize: Livstycket, Sweden – social innovation and integration 

Based in the Stockholm suburb of Tensta in Swe-
den, Livstycket enables people from immigrant 
communities to integrate into Swedish society.

The association, with 500 members, runs educa-
tion and training projects aimed particularly at 
women, teaching them to read and write and 

helping them to improve their Swedish and 
become economically active. 

“We are very grateful for the prize we received,” 
said the organisation’s founder Birgitta Notlöf. “It’s 
important that we are aware of the problems that 
a lot of women have with illiteracy.” It is estimated 
that most of the world’s 920 million illiterate 
 people are female. 

“Our guiding principle has always been that 
change is possible,” explained Ms Notlöf, who 
launched Livstycket in 1992. The ‘We drink tea and 
learn the letter E’ project taught 16 previously illit-
erate women to read and write within a year and 
a half. They had been living in Sweden for up to 
35 years, but only one of them had been to school 
in her home country. Without literacy, says the 
organisation, it is impossible for individuals to par-
ticipate in a democratic society. Women are crucial 
to sustainable change because they, in turn, help 
to educate and integrate their children. “We want 
women to be aware that they have the capacity 



to develop, educate themselves and improve their 
lives. The opportunity to learn to read and write 
should be a human right.” 

From the project, Livstycket produced a literacy-
teaching manual that is already on its second print 
run. It has also launched international partner-
ships, educating and supporting women in Turkey 
and Uganda. But it still faces funding shortages 
every year, added Ms Notlöf, so the prize money 
will go directly into practical support measures 
such as computer programmes for literacy.

More information: http://www.livstycket.se/

EESC Civil Society Prize: 
the background

The EESC is the only EU body representing all 
strands of organised civil society at a European 
level. It launched the Civil Society Prize in 2006, to 
show its appreciation of the efforts of active citi-
zens everywhere. 2012 is the fifth year the prize has 
been awarded. 

The prize is open to all civil society organisations 
and grass-roots community groups operating at 
European, national and – for the first time this year 
– regional or local level, throughout the 27 Mem-
ber States. Past winners have helped to reinforce 
European identity and solidarity through educa-
tion, networking, campaigning, combating injust-
ice and defending the interests of young people. 
All candidates must be nominated by EESC mem-
bers, national Economic and Social Committees or 
European civil society organisations. 

The €30 000 prize money is shared between the 
three winners, who also gain recognition from this 
award. To ensure transparency in the selection 
procedure, candidates were assessed on eight dif-
ferent criteria. Five of these related to the project’s 
impact, concerning the target audience, contribu-
tion to the community’s well-being, long-term 
sustainability, and breadth of European coverage. 
The remaining three criteria measured the degree 
of excellence, in terms of innovation, creativity and 
uniqueness. 

Recent developments in Europe, arising from the 
economic crisis, have demonstrated more clearly 
than ever how crucial it is to have civil society’s 
active support and involvement in building a 
healthy, democratic society. The Civil Society 
Prize 2012 winners are models of ‘innovation for a 
 sustainable Europe’.

The Civil Society Prize 
selection board
Chair: Staffan Nilsson, President 
Anna Maria Darmanin, Vice-President
Jacek Krawczyk, Vice-President
Henri Malosse, Group President
Georgios Dassis, Group President
Luca Jahier, Group President
Martin Westlake, Secretary-General
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