
ED.Editorial

A very Happy New Year to all of you and a warm 
welcome back to the Committee in 2013! May 
we all be healthy, happy and creative in this 
European Year of Citizens, a year dedicated to 
all of us! Let us also wish for a year in which 
Europe will be more united, more ambitious and 
better able to overcome the socio-economic 
and political challenges facing our continent 
today. And of course, this should be a Europe 
in which civil society, citizens and the European 
Economic and Social Committee (EESC) have a 
key role to play, working alongside our elected 
representatives to make Europe an example of 
participatory democracy!

But I would like to begin this Editorial by looking 
backward, taking the opportunity to review 
what has been collectively achieved by the 
Various Interests Group over the last two years. 
For if there is one aspect which I hope has 
transpired over this period, it is the collegiality 
of governance. I have always firmly believed in 
the overriding benefits of collective action for 
the definition and implementation of shared 
objectives and strategies. And as a consequence, 
everything that has been achieved in the last 
two years is due to the consistent efforts of all 
Group III members.

So let us reflect on what we have achieved. The 
overarching objective of the Group has been to 
‘Achieve real participatory democracy in the 
EU, through civil dialogue’. Although clearly, 
this is a long-term process, I think we can say 
that over the last two years we have made 
considerable progress in this direction. By better 
structuring our work and by using thematic 
conferences and debates at Group meetings 
and seminars, we have been able to capitalise 
on the expertise and diversity of our members. 

By tackling subjects directly linked to our 
Group (participatory democracy, volunteering, 
universities, sustainable development and 
the green economy, youth education and 
employment, social enterprises, tourism and 
competitiveness, to name but a few), we have 
sought to use policy work as an instrument to 
consolidate internal cohesion, to encourage 
dialogue and consensus within the Group. 
Crucially, these occasions have also provided 
the opportunity to reinforce the role of the 
Various Interests Group as a stakeholder its own 
right on key policy discussions, both within the 
EESC and externally.

But over the last two years, our activities have not 
been limited to thematic events. We have also 
brought new topics to the European agenda 
through Group III proposals for own-initiative 
Opinions. For example, on the implementation 
of Article 11 of the Lisbon Treaty, on a dialogue 
on values as stipulated in Article 17 of the TFUE 
and on the UN Convention on the rights of 
persons with disabilities.

And over this period, we have tried to bring 
Europe closer to its citizens, by organising local 
events surrounding the launch of the European 
Citizens’ Initiative in eight countries, by actively 
participating in events organised by national 
ESCs and by engaging in a structured civil 
society outreach programme. For example, over 
the period 2011-2012, some 1200 organisations 
have participated in events organised by the 
Various Interests Group. Moreover, in 2012 
alone, 1700 individuals were welcomed to the 
EESC by Group III members. This is in addition 
to our structured relations with our privileged 
interlocutors (sub-groups) of European civil 
society networks.

 Moreover, this ambition has been channelled 
into our work with the Categories of the EESC, 
which over this period have been the recipients 
of significant resources aimed at strengthening 
and better profiling their work, both within the 
Group, the EESC and externally. In my opinion, 
the result has been impressive, with several joint 
events organised between the Categories and 
with the Various Interests Group, the drafting of 
annual work programmes and the publication 
of a study on ‘The Social Economy in the EU’. We 
must continue to build on this progress in the 
future. 

What will certainly be the object of a continued 
prioritisation in 2013, will be our efforts to 
better communicate to citizens and to key 
national and European stakeholders through 
innovative communication tools. For I sincerely 
believe that we have a key role to play in better 
communicating on and with Europe. Moreover, 
we have an obligation to highlight the best 
practices of European civil society and to help 
to improve their capacity. We also have an 
obligation to demonstrate and to exploit the 
diversity and vast richness of expertise of our 
members. 

As a final note on what we have jointly achieved 
in 2011 and 2012, I would like to mention the 
substantial efforts that have been made to 
increase support to members and to improve 
the governance within the Group. For although 
some decisions have not always been easy, I do 
believe that they have made the work of the 
Committee and of the Group more effective. 

Dear friends, dear colleagues, 2013 will bring 
both opportunities and challenges to build 
on our current successes, to make our Group 
stronger, more visible, more united and more 

effective. We have already planned to organise 
a Group meeting in Ireland in February 
entitled ‘Ireland 40 years on’, making us the 
first EESC representatives to meet during the 
Irish Presidency of the EU Council. As in the 
past, we hope to make our policy work into 
an instrument for dialogue, cohesion and 
capacity-building within the Group. Hence, 
the conference in Ireland will only be the first of 
several thematic events that we will organise 
for the Group, the Bureau, the Categories, 
etc. I would also like to see our Group actively 
engaged again at the local level, bringing 
Europe to its citizens and the citizens to Europe. 
Clearly, this is crucial in 2013, the European 
Year of Citizens. And for this same reason I will 
ensure that steps are taken this year to begin to 
implement the recommendations of the EESC 
Opinion on Article 11 of the Lisbon Treaty, for 
which I was rapporteur. Finally, in 2013 we must 
develop further our privileged relations with 
European networks of civil society, as there is 
potentially an enormous richness to be derived 
from our contacts with these actors.

Before ending this editorial, I would like to 
say one final word: well done to all of us! 
And despite the very difficult times of crisis 
lived by too many Europeans, let us have the 
determination to continue together in 2013 to 
contribute to Europe’s future. Let us continue 
at the national and European levels to fight 
demagogy, to combat political extremism 
and to encourage our citizens to become true 
‘Europeans’, beginning with the 2014 elections 
to the European Parliament.
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Luca Jahier (IT) 
President of the “Various Interests” Group

Monitoring and informing on trends 
and change in a rapidly changing world
Eurofound, the European Foundation for the Improvement 
of Living and Working Conditions, is a European Union 
body, one of the first to be established to work in specialised 
areas of EU policy. Specifically, it was set up in May 1975, to 
contribute to the planning and design of better living and 
working conditions in Europe. Eurofound’s role is to provide 
information, advice and expertise – on living and working 
conditions, industrial relations and managing change in 
Europe – for key actors in the field of EU social policy on the 
basis of comparative information, research and analysis.

EUROPE III: What do you believe will be the long term 
consequences of the austerity measures being taken across 
the Member States on the well-being of children and 

families, including older people, and our notion of social 
cohesion?

Our third European Quality of life survey (EQLS) shows that 
more people than ever are having problems in making ends 
meet. Also, more Europeans are feeling socially excluded, 
particularly groups that were already vulnerable – the 
long-term unemployed, those unable to work, lone parents 
and older people in some central and eastern European 
countries. 

Some of these trends can be directly attributed to the 
impacts of the crisis, but others are a reflection of more long-
term trends. Lack of employment is one of the main reasons 

for this but policymakers should note that social inclusion 
also requires non-labour-market measures, for example 
increasing opportunities for volunteering and involvement 
in society. Obviously, governments are facing big challenges 
to address peoples’ needs with reduced budgets. Innovation 
in social services is relevant in this context

EUROPE III: How can we change the language of ‘burden’, 
problem’, demographic time bomb’ to one of older people 
being seen as an asset, contributors economically and 
socially and of value to our communities?

In light of the current wave of mass youth unemployment in 
some Member States, it is important to note that employment 

IN.Interview Juan MENéNdEz-VALdés 
director of EUROFOUNd



“Ireland 40 years on: the benefits, opportunities 
and challenges of EU membership”

On Friday, 1 February 2013, the Various Interests Group 
of the EESC is organising a high-level conference in 
collaboration with the European Movement Ireland to 
mark Ireland’s 40th anniversary of accession to the EU 
and the Irish Presidency of the Council of the European 
Union in 2013. The conference, which has been granted 
associate event status of the Irish Presidency, is entitled 
“Ireland 40 years on: the benefits, opportunities and 
challenges of EU membership” and will provide the 
members of the EESC, and a wide range of organisations 
representing organised civil society in Ireland, with an 
invaluable and unique opportunity to review and assess 
Ireland’s journey through the past 40 years of EU membership and discuss important 
issues such as: “The costs and consequences of a non-Europe”, “Ireland as an example 
of how to cope with the challenges posed by the financial crisis”, plus a range of various 
other topics concerning the CAP reform, the future of European farming and the 
environment, within the context of the negotiations on the MFF. 

The Irish Prime Minister, An Taoiseach, Enda Kenny T.D., has been invited to deliver the 
keynote speech and other senior members of the Irish Government have also been 
invited to attend. The inaugural session will be co-chaired by President Luca Jahier and 
Senator Jillian van Turnhout, Member of the Irish Senate, Vice-President of the European 
Movement Ireland, former Vice-President of the EESC and former Vice-President of 
Group III at the EESC.
         

On Saturday, 2 February 2013, the 27 Members 
of the Bureau of the Various Interests Group of 
the EESC will pay a study visit to EUROFOUND 
(please see interview on pages I & II). The aim of 
the visit is to learn about the history, research and 
work of the agency and to have an exchange of views on topics of common interest 
such as: “The effects of the financial crisis on families, young people and the elderly”, 
“Volunteering as an expression of active and responsible citizenship” and “The future for 
jobs and growth in the EU”. EUROFOUND have produced a number of excellent reports 
in these fields and the Bureau members of Group III will have discussions with their 
experts on these issues.

Participatory Democracy - 
Anna Maria talks with Luca Jahier

President Jahier was interviewed by the Vice-President of the EESC, Anna Maria Darmanin 
for her video-talks spot “Espresso with Anna Maria”.

The clip can be viewed here: 
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.vice-president-communication-video-
talk.25495

Or on YouTube: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=du_pCyHxGoM

News from Group III

	  

Highlights of the December 2012 EESC Plenary Session

Prof. Gerd WOLF (DE) is the President of the study group for the 
opinion on: “Legal framework for a European Research Infrastructure 
Consortium (ERIC)” – INT/672.

Mr Jorge PEGADO LIZ (PT) is the President of the study group for the 
opinion on: “Insolvency proceedings” – INT/673.

Mr Niko VAN NIEKERK (NL) is the President of the study group for 
the opinion on: “A blueprint for a deep and genuine economic and 
monetary union - Launching a European debate” – ECO/340.

Mr Krzysztof PATER (PL) is the President of the study group for the 
opinion on: “Action Plan to strengthen the fight against tax fraud and 
tax evasion” – ECO/341.

Mr Pavel TRANTINA (CZ) is the Co-Rapporteur for the opinion on: 
“Rethinking Education: Investing in skills for better socio-economic 
outcomes” – SOC/476.

Mr Lutz RIBBE (DE) is the Rapporteur for the opinion on: “Living well, 
within the limits of our planet/7th Environment Action Programme” 
– NAT/592.

Mr George CINGAL (FR) is the Rapporteur for the opinion on: “Blueprint 
to Safeguard Europe’s Water Resources” – NAT/593.

Mr Ask ANDERSEN (DA) is the Rapporteur for the opinion on: 
“Accessibility of public sector body websites” – TEN/507.

Prof. Gerd WOLF (DE) is the Rapporteur for the opinion on: “The 
economic effects of increased renewable technologies on the 
electricity system, particularly in accommodating a large increase in 
intermittent technologies” – TEN/508.

 The full listing of membership of the study groups for the new work 
may be consulted here: http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.
en.group-3-new-study-groups

Group III members co-ordinating the work on new opinions

is not a zero sum game, meaning that creating jobs for young 
people does not mean having to get rid of older workers or 
vice versa. Older workers have skills and valuable experience 
which we need to preserve and draw on. Being able to work 
to an older age is not only an economic necessity for ageing 
societies, reflecting the demographic development in the 
EU as a whole, but also a very important factor in people’s 
self-worth. It also ensures that knowledge is preserved and 
transferred between generations.

Even after retirement, our research shows that those who 
stay involved in communities and play an active role by, for 
example, volunteering or mentoring, make an important 
contribution to building social capital and intergenerational 
solidarity. However, a more effective promotion of 
opportunities is needed as well as funding for these activities, 
which is particularly important for older people who often 
have limited incomes.

EUROPE III: Eurofound has produced a number of very useful 
analyses regarding youth unemployment. Can you, on their 
basis, predict the future development in this field in 2013?

The costs to societies and individuals of having great 
numbers of young people being left out of employment, 
particularly if they belong to the so-called NEETs (those 
not in employment, education or training) is enormous. In 
2011, the cost of NEETs in Europe was estimated to be €153 

billion, corresponding to 1.2% of GDP. This in itself, apart 
from the huge social impact on people’s lives, should spur 
policymakers into action.

EUROPE III: What do you see as main challenges in the area 
of education in the light of EU 2020 Strategy targets?

I think creating better transitions from education to work 
is essential as well as reducing the rate of those who 
leave education early. It is extremely frustrating for young 
people who have done all the right things, studied the 
right subjects, gained work experience through internships 
and exchanges and still cannot find a job. And those that 
do not finish their education are even less likely to get into 
sustainable employment. We need strategies to bring them 
onto pathways into work and we need strategies that can 
provide jobs for them.

EUROPE III: What are your expectations for the European Year 
of Citizens in 2013 and how will Eurofound be involved in 
promoting the year?

The financial crisis and the struggle of the Eurozone to 
contain the debt crisis have shown that citizens are directly 
affected by decisions taken at the European level, but that 
there is also a need to better explain why these decisions are 
taken. The European Year of Citizens 2013 is an opportunity 
that should not be wasted in this respect. Europeans need to 
feel that their lives and struggles are being taken seriously. 

Eurofound will support this process by providing detailed 
research results and policy suggestions to improve the lives 
of Europeans. In particular, we will draw from our third Quality 
of Life Survey (see link below), in which 35,500 citizens in 
the EU were questioned about their perceptions of their lives 
and their immediate environment, the quality of housing, 
society and services. This uniquely detailed information on 
what matters in peoples’ lives provides valuable input for 
policymakers who are engaged in the fields of social policy.

To find out more about the EUROFOUND, please visit: 
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/index.htm

Third European Quality of Life Survey: www.eurofound.
europa.eu/surveys/eqls/2011/index.htm

Interview of the month continued..
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Group III Members in the Spotlight playing a key role

50 yEaRS OF COmmON agRiCULTURaL POLiCy CaP@50 COmmUNiCaTiON 
NETwORkiNg EvENT iN BRUSSELS, FROm 9-11/12/2012
 
2012 marks the 50th anniversary of the implementation of the EU’s Common Agriculture 
Policy (CAP), a cornerstone of European integration and an inevitable tool for successful 
EU model that has provided European citizens with 50 years of food security and a vibrant 
countryside. To celebrate this event, the DG AGRI (European Commission) organised a 
communication campaign in 2012. It was the best way to communicate the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP), at a time when this policy is at the center of negotiations on 
the EU budget for the period 2014-2020. The CAP@50 campaign came to an end in 
Brussels on 9-11 December with the Communication networking event, a yearly rendez-
vous of agricultural journalists, farmers’ associations and other relevant EU NGOs, other EU 
institutions and experts from the Member States’ Agricultural Ministries and the European 
Rural Development Network. The event took place in parallel with the last stop in the 
CAP@50 expo show. After travelling in 20 Member States (50,000 visitors), this interactive 
exhibition arrived in Brussels. It was a great challenge for the European Economic and Social 
Committee to host this fascinating presentation of EU agricultural practice and experience.

The programme for the journalists included two debate sessions, one with CAP stakeholders’ 
speakers and the other with Commissioner Dacian Cioloş. It was natural that the meeting 
with the Commissioner was the most attended one and all participants were trying to 
get answers to their questions. In his speech Cioloş pointed out that “Agriculture is at the 
crossroads of the challenges of our society. Of course, first and foremost, the food challenge: 
but also the challenge of natural resources to be used with respect and responsibility towards 
future generations. The territorial challenge, finally, and the need to preserve the continuity 
of our territories sector - agriculture - essential to the vitality of our rural economies, our 
roots and our heritage. Europe needs its farmers. Farmers need support from Europe.”

For the “stakeholders”, a plenary session was followed by three workshops on best practice 
CAP communication targeting stakeholders, general public or /and using highly innovative 
tools. The whole event created a platform to exchange best practices in terms of CAP 
communication, projects targeting stakeholders, the general public and projects using 
highly innovative communication methods. On 10 December, the participants also voted 
in an Award Ceremony and chose the best CAP communication projects, from a total of 12 
nominated projects. A total of 118 applications were received which shows a high level of 
interest in the initiative. The Communication Awards had two main aims: Identification of 
the largest possible number, and widest possible range, of communication initiatives around 
agriculture and rural development in EU27; showcasing of best-practice examples in the 
field of communication on agriculture and rural development. Keeping in mind all these 
excellent CAP initiatives, hosted also by the EESC, we should not forget that the next few 
years will be crucial for all Member States in laying the foundations of a strong agricultural 
sector, one which is able to cope with climate change and international competition while 
meeting the expectations of citizens. 

To establish real new partnership between Europe and farmers through a renewed, 
balanced, flexible, transparent and equitable CAP starting in 2014. CAP for each and every 
one, CAP for all of us! We need it! And we deserve it!

 
CONFERENCE ON: “ThE ROLE OF COOPERaTivES FOR ThE DEvELOPmENT OF 
ThE SOCiaL ECONOmy” iN SOFia, BULgaRia 

The President of Group III “Various Interests” at the European Economic and Social Committee 
(EESC) Luca Jahier was an official guest in the International Conference “The Role of 
Cooperatives for the Development of the Social Economy”, organised by the Economic and 
Social Council (ESC) of Bulgaria on 4 December 2012. Mr Jahier was an official guest of 
the conference together with the President of the National Assembly of Bulgaria Tsetska 

Tsacheva, the Minister of Labour and Social Policy Totyu Mladenov and the Co-President of 
Cooperatives Europe - European Region of ICA Etienne Pflimlin. The forum was attended by 
more than 100 representatives of the Bulgarian state institutions and public organisations, 
cooperative organisations’ representatives from Bulgaria and Europe, members of the ESC 
and the EESC, and other stakeholder experts.

In his welcome speech to the participants of the 
conference the President of Group III outlined 
the important role of cooperative sector in 
Europe for solving employment issues during a 
crisis. In the period 2003-2010, in the situation 
of a crisis, an employment growth of 23% has 
been seen in the cooperative sector in Europe. 
Cooperatives are able to combine profit with 
social inclusion and democratic governance 
and therefore they should be supported with 

administrative incentives and introduction of European legal regulations. These types of 
enterprises regain the confidence of the people, and this is the basis of going out of the 
crisis in Europe. He went on to present the main issues facing the development of the 
social economy as well as the initiatives in support of this economy at the European level. 
He noted the important role of the EESC in the consultation process of developing and 
adopting European decisions in support of the social economy and in developing of a more 
precise definition of the term “social enterprise”. In order to enhance the public confidence 
and understanding of the capacity and potential of the social economy, it is needed a wide 
marketing campaign in different countries and at European level. In conclusion, Mr Jahier 
highly praised the forum, organised by the Bulgarian Economic and Social Council and said 
that it was an important step in the national dialogue and consultation for the development 
of the social economy in the country in implementation of the National Concept for Social 
Economy.

To find out more about the structure and activities of 
the Bulgarian ESC, please visit: http://www.esc.bg

CLOSiNg CONFERENCE OF ThE EUROPEaN yEaR FOR aCTivE agEiNg aND 
SOLiDaRiTy BETwEEN gENERaTiONS

Also, on 4th December Luca Jahier was an official guest at the closing conference of 
the European Year for Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations, organised by 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy of Bulgaria in Sofia. Luca Jahier presented the 
contribution of the EESC in the European Year for Active Ageing and Solidarity between 
Generations. He stressed that nowadays more than 87 million people over the age of 65 
live in the European Union and they need to be viewed as vital, employable and dynamic 
members of our society, active citizens, voters and consumers. Legal changes are needed 
to help older people stay active in the labour market. At the same time, older people need 
to benefit from stronger social integration and be viewed more positively, especially by the 
media, which plays an important role. In this context, further initiatives and policies in this 
European Year of Citizens 2013 will make a significant contribution to solving the issues 
of older people and 2014 is expected to be dedicated to Reconciling Work and Family life.

Designated Commission website: http://europa.eu/ey2012/

	  

	  

	  

Dilyana SLAVOVA (BG) 
Member of the Bureau of the Various Interests Group 
Rapporteur for the opinion NAT/520 “CAP towards 2020” 
Opinion CESE 1050/2012

	  

	  

CONgRaTULaTiONS RENaTE!
On the occasion of her 75th birthday, Group III member Dr Renate Heinisch (DE) has been awarded the Golden Badge of 
Honour of the European Union for her long-standing service, formerly as a German MEP and, more recently, as an EESC 
member with expertise in the field of active ageing. 

Other news that matters

	  

 
From the left: Dr Ulrich Derpa, Dr Renate 
Heinisch, Rainer Wieland MEP and Steffen Bilger



Overview of our Members’ Work in the EESC 

At its plenary session on 12-13 December 2012 the European 
Economic and Social Committee (EESC) adopted the following 
opinions for which Group III members were Rapporteurs or Co-
Rapporteurs.

Thomas PALMGREN (FI) – INT/650 “Report on 
Competition Policy 2011” (EESC opinion 1826/2012)

The EESC welcomes the new, functional structure 
of the Commission report, along lines that the 
Committee has recommended in previous opinions. 
It regrets, however, that the report fails to cover a 

series of issues which the EESC has flagged up in the past, confining 
itself to the traditional questions. One important priority is to 
combat the unfair imported competition from some foreign trading 
partners, who exploit their lack of compliance with fundamental 
social and environmental principles and rights to acquire market 
shares in the EU area. The Committee emphasises that competition 
policy is closely linked to other policy areas, in particular measures 
for better regulation, industrial policy and SME policy. Legislation 
that takes account of the needs of smaller businesses and the 
conditions in which they operate provides a guarantee of functioning 
markets. The EESC agrees with the Commission that competition 
enforcement and advocacy serve wider longer-term objectives 
such as enhancing consumer welfare, supporting the EU’s growth, 
jobs and competitiveness. The Committee has repeatedly drawn 
attention to the need to improve systems for protecting consumer 
rights. It therefore regrets that the legislative proposal on anti-trust 
damages actions was not adopted in 2011.

Ingrid KÖSSLER (SE) – INT/658 “Clinical trials on 
medicinal products for human use” (EESC opinion 
2059/2012)

In this opinion, the EESC recognises that clinical 
research is an essential and continually developing 
area of scientific endeavour with the goal to 

understand diseases and develop medicines for patients and it 
stresses that the protection of subjects from unreasonable risks and 
burdens has to be fully taken into account and the welfare of the 
individual subjects must take precedence over all other interests. 
Moreover, the Committee calls for the establishment of a single EU 
governance area for clinical trials and the explicit inclusion in the 
Regulation of assessments by the independent ethics committee 
in the framework of the authorisation process. In conclusion, the 
EESC strongly supports the distinction introduced by the Regulation 
for low-intervention clinical trials and welcomes the intention to 
strengthen the safeguards for the processing of personal data 
as long as there is an appropriate balance between the rights of 
individuals and the safe and secure use of patients data for health 
research.

Josianne WILLEMS (LU) – NAT/539 “Social farming: 
green care and social and health policies” (EESC 
opinion 1236/2012)

In this own-initiative opinion, the EESC points 
out that social farming is an innovative approach 
that brings together two concepts: multipurpose 

farming and social services/health care at local level. It makes a 
contribution in the ambit of agricultural production to the well-
being and the social integration of people with particular needs. 
Social farming has spread throughout Europe in a variety of guises 
that have some similarities but also numerous differences in terms of 
approach, how they relate to other sectors, and funding. A definition 
is needed at European level in order to identify the activities that 
comprise it and to define a framework and criteria – including 
quality criteria – that these activities must meet in order to benefit 
from support under the various policies. However, this definition 
should not be too narrow so as not to set in stone a constantly 
evolving situation. The EESC believes that the EU institutions and 
national and regional authorities and institutions should encourage 
and support social farming by putting in place an appropriate 
and conducive regulatory framework and implementing specific 
measures such the promotion and development of cooperative 
efforts such as SoFar and COST Action projects in the next Horizon 
2020 framework programme (2014-2020) so that social farming is 
underpinned by interdisciplinary research in different spheres in 
order to validate its results, analyse its impact and benefits next to 
dissemination of experiences. Moreover,  social farming networks 
should be strengthened of in order to share lessons learned, pool 
experience and raise awareness, including the establishment of an 
umbrella organisation at European level for joint representation of 
social farming interests. Particular attention should be devoted to 
the training of those involved – those with particular needs and 
benefiting from these services as well as service providers – in 
order to ensure a high level of quality and skills in social farming 
operations. Social farming needs a conducive environment, greater 
civil society involvement and fruitful collaboration between 
different policy areas and administrations at European, national, 
regional and local levels. It should be recognised and provided with 
targeted support by public authorities to give it sustained access to 
funding for various aspects of this type of farming. The Commission 
should call on the Member States to refer to social farming in their 
planning and to take an integrated approach in designing particular 

programmes that enable the sector to benefit more from the various 
structural funds or thematic sub-programmes devoted to social 
farming. Leader projects in this sphere should also be encouraged.

Gerfried GRUBER (AT) – ECO/329 “Common 
Strategic Framework” (EESC opinion 1393/2012)

The EESC supports the creation of a Common 
Strategic Framework which seeks to enhance the 
coordination and complementarity between the 
EU’s main funding instruments. An effective CSF 

will also remove the unnecessary and inefficient separation that 
currently exists between the key funds. The higher intensity of 
coordination requested by the CSF must however lead to a reduction 
in the administrative burden on the managing and implementing 
authorities as well as the beneficiaries. A thorough analysis of 
the new administrative procedures must be carried out by the 
Commission prior to actual implementation. Organised civil society 
must be involved in a meaningful manner in drawing up Partnership 
Contracts. Whilst acknowledging that individual Member States and 
regions have their own mechanisms and structures to engage with 
civil society, the Commission must monitor such processes. Where it 
is found that civil society has not been meaningfully involved, then 
the Partnership Contract should not be accepted by the Commission 
until proper engagement has taken place. The EESC is concerned 
that the delays in achieving political agreement on the Cohesion 
legislative package, including the CSF, will have a negative impact on 
the preparations of the Partnership Contracts and therefore impinge 
negatively on the efficient start of the 2014-2020 programming 
period.

Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EL) – SOC/464 
“Implementation and monitoring of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
by the EU institutions and the role of the EESC”  
(EESC opinion 1468/2012)

In this own-initiative opinion, the EESC highlights 
the fact that the financial situation cannot be used as an excuse 
for delaying action on the rights of persons with disabilities and it 
invites the European Commission to develop an impact assessment 
tool on the UN CRPD. Furthermore, the Committee welcomes 
the establishment by the Council of an independent framework 
to promote, protect and monitor the implementation of the UN 
CRPD, and calls for the adoption of a dedicated budget. The EESC 
is looking forward to being consulted by the European Commission 
on an ambitious legislative proposal for a European Accessibility 
Act with the broadest possible scope and welcomes the inclusion 
in the Digital Agenda of legislation on the accessibility of public 
websites and websites delivering basic services to the public. 
Amongst a number of specific recommendations the Committee 
invites the Council and the European Parliament to reinforce or 
maintain provisions in favour of persons with disabilities in the 
Structural Fund regulations, the Connecting Europe Facility and 
TEN-T regulations and in Horizon 2020, the Rights and Citizenship 
programme, and the programmes in the area of development 
cooperation and humanitarian assistance. The Committee calls on 
the European External Action Service, the European Commission 
and the Council to ensure mainstreaming of the UN CRPD in foreign 
relations international cooperation, as well as in international trade 
agreements. The EESC welcomes the organisation of a work forum 
gathering government focal points, coordination mechanisms, 
and independent mechanisms from the EU and the Member States 
in charge of the implementation of the UN CRPD, as well as civil 
society. The EESC underlines the need for a systematic monitoring 
and implementation of the UN CRPD by the EU institutions and 
therefore commits to create a steering committee. In conclusion, the 
EESC proposes to organise a meeting involving national economic 
and social councils, civil society organisations and national human 
rights institutions on the implementation of the UN CRPD.

Georges CINGAL (FR) – TEN/495 “The quality of rail 
services in the EU” (EESC opinion 1815/2012)

In this own-initiative opinion the EESC feels that 
since the quality of rail transport services is a 
necessary condition for the development of this 
mode of transport but is not in itself sufficient, 

the EESC considers that there is a need to improve performance 
in order to make rail services more attractive, by making a factual 
observation of the various contributing factors. The EESC calls for 
an independent EU-level body to conduct a user satisfaction survey 
based on a factual assessment (punctuality, frequency, pricing, 
cleanliness, accessibility, etc.). With regard to the provisions of 
Regulation 1371/2007/EC and possibilities for future developments, 
the EESC calls on the European Commission to study a number of 
potential areas for improvement, including bolstering the right to 
compensation for delays and improving rights to disabled access by 
making it compulsory to restore accessibility rapidly (within a day). 
Furthermore, the EESC calls on the European Commission and on 
Member States to conduct a joint study into the following areas for 
improvement: improving passengers’ right to information regarding 
guaranteed connections and improving security rights by naming 

high-risk lines and situations, establishing appropriate procedures, 
and putting the necessary staff in place. 

Bernd SCHLÜTER (DE) – SOC/472 “European Year 
of Mental Health: better work, better quality of life” 
(EESC opinion 1774/2012)

In this own-initiative opinion the EESC states that 
mental health forms an integral part of quality of 

life and well-being for all people in the EU. It is the prerequisite for 
individuals being able to realise their intellectual and emotional 
potential. For society, it is a source of social cohesion and of better 
social well-being and economic prosperity. Mental disorders can 
have various causes and consequences and prevention, early 
recognition and treatment of mental illness must be based on a 
multidimensional approach (psychotherapy, as well as medical 
and socio-economic measures). Greater account must be taken of 
mental disorders and illnesses in the general education of health 
professionals, educators, teachers and people in executive positions. 
A publicly supported health promotion plan and a modern 
corporate culture can support people with disabilities and minimise 
the occurrence of work-related problems. It is vital to strengthen 
civil, voluntary, family and professional networks and boost the 
participation of those affected and associations representing them. 
European recommendations and good practices should include 
an appropriate reduction of inpatient psychiatric treatment and 
medication in order to help build up socio-environmental support 
measures and other alternative forms of assistance. The resources 
this would generate for science and research could also be directed 
more towards maintaining mental health. Raising broad public 
awareness of this issue should be promoted across the EU and 
campaigns to destigmatise mental illness and the use of non-
discriminatory language in the media could reduce discrimination. 

 

Anne-Marie SIGMUND (AT) – REX/317 “An 
emerging civil society in China: the contribution 
of civil society to the EU China Year of Intercultural 
Dialogue and its sustainable effects” (EESC opinion 
1824/2012)

In this own-initiative opinion, the Committee says that since 1999 
it has recognised an expanded concept of culture that includes 
areas like education, training and science alongside art and cultural 
heritage. Moreover, it has noted that the political development of civil 
society is also a cultural process that shapes people’s everyday lives. 
The EESC calls on the Commission to involve the Committee in the 
on-going activities of the various working groups that were set up as 
part of the third pillar, people-to-people dialogue; as the institutional 
platform for civil dialogue at EU level. Particular emphasis should be 
given to convey international standards regarding human rights 
and democratic and fundamental freedoms which are important 
preconditions for cultural expression, cultural exchanges and 
cultural diversity. Education and training (including adult education) 
should be included in the joint activities, as intercultural dialogue 
opens up many possibilities in this area, from language learning 
to consumer education, environmental awareness, etc. Attention 
should also be given to developing cultural tourism. With the aim 
of long-term awareness-raising in mind, the Committee proposes an 
annual “EU-China interaction day”, involving cultural events on both 
sides. The exchange of good practices should be driven forward in as 
many areas as possible (this could involve key players from the socio-
economic field such as social partners and also various education 
and training bodies, experts in particular fields such as consumer 
affairs, environmental protection, human rights, penal institutions, 
etc.). Media cooperation (TV, print media) and joint training of 
journalists should be stepped up; both help to reach larger sections 
of the population. In conclusion, the Committee will look into what 
additional, long-term initiatives it can take within the context of its 
existing cooperation with China and is also prepared to offer other 
players a platform for exchanging information and views.
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Quote of the month…

“Remember, if you ever need 
a helping hand, it’s at the 

end of your arm, as you get 
older, remember you have 

another hand: the first is to 
help yourself, the second is to help 

others.”

Audrey Hepburn (1929-1993)
Brussels-born (Ixelles) Hollywood fashion icon 

and mega-movie star
Humanitarian Goodwill Ambassador of UNICEF 

from 1988 to 1992
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Audrey_Hepburn


