
The voice of Group III
Various Interests
March 2016Europe III

Secretariat of the Various Interests’ Group, European Economic and Social Committee,

99 Rue Belliard, 1040 Brussels • Tel. +32 (0)2 546 8893

e-mail: gr3@eesc.europa.eu • www.eesc.europa.eu/groups/3/index_en.asp

ED.Editorial

“The reason why the EU project will hold 
together is because it is a noble cause, it is the 
right thing for Europe. The EESC is part of the 
European Demos which is emerging in the 
EU”. With these words Will Hutton, Chair of the 
Big Innovation Centre, Principal of Hertford 
College at Oxford University and former 
Editor-in-chief of The Observer launched the 
debate at our conference in Manchester on 8 
March. Moderated by Shirin Wheeler, former 
presenter of the BBC programme ‘The Record 
Europe’, the Various Interests Group brought 
together some 130 participants to debate 
‘The UK in the EU: What Matters to You?’.
With speakers from academia and think tanks, 
the voluntary and environmental sectors, 
social enterprises, trade unions, local and 
national authorities and our Members, it has 
to be said that our event stimulated one of the 
liveliest discussions that we have ever had at 
a thematic conference of our Group. Whether 
speaking about jobs, growth, economic and 
social cohesion, security, sovereignty and 
identity, or whether discussing the ‘Morning 
After’ and the consequences of a majority 
vote to leave the EU, one thread of thought 
was common throughout: the referendum 
on 23 June will be about people and people’s 
quality of lives. Arguably for this reason, 
despite the facts and the partisan political 
dimension to the Leave/Remain campaigns, 

the discussants agreed that most UK citizens 
will vote based on their emotions. It is the 
sentiments, the perceptions, the fears and 
the passions, it is the values to be passed on 
to the next generation which will ultimately 
determine the referendum result. We could 
call it ‘project hope’, for the European Union 
is a common journey for the development of 
our society, for justice and dignity. However, 
this journey is not without challenges.
Indeed, the UK is not the only Member State 
which believes that the EU today needs to 
be deeply reformed. On the contrary, what 
is becoming increasing clear is that the 
decisions on Britain’s special relationship 
with the EU are just the pinnacle of increasing 
anxiety, mistrust and disunity felt both by 
politicians and citizens, in several European 
countries. For like it or not, we are all trying to 
navigate through multiple crises at Europe’s 
doorstep – the challenges of migration, 
security, weak economic growth, increasing 
poverty, climate change, etc. There is no 
doubt in my mind, that the failure to manage 
the migration crisis could be the undoing 
of the EU, for there is so much to do and it 
is urgent! There is also no doubt that we 
must do more to increase transparency 
and competitiveness in Europe, create more 
quality jobs and stimulate sustainable 
growth. However, the placing of barbed wire 

across Europe’s borders, more than 25 years 
after we tore them down in 1989, is not the 
solution. It is only the physical expression of 
fear, mistrust and national isolationism.
This brings me to the second point that I 
wanted to make, which relates to the future 
of the EU as a whole. The decision to exempt 
the UK from ‘ever closer union’ and indeed 
the many opt-out clauses that the UK 
already enjoys, are a clear illustration that 
Europe’s identity is and can only be that of a 
differentiated and multi-speed body. It would 
be politically naïve to continue to believe in a 
single objective or model for the EU, realised 
at the same time and in exactly the same way 
by all 28 Member States. This is not something 
new. Already in June 2014 the European 
Council formally accepted the concept of 
variable integration. However, the recent 
agreement of the European Council makes 
this differentiation much more explicit and 
is intended to be legally binding. Crucially, 
the agreement with the UK on ‘ever closer 
union’ could help to overcome longstanding 
differences on the future direction of the EU. 
Those Member States that wish to build an 
‘ever closer union’ are free to do so, moving 
faster and closer in their integration. But 
those who do not wish to pursue this avenue 
are also free to put a brake on, as regards their 
individual country.    

In my view, this is the only way forward. 
For the EU is by its very nature constantly 
balancing national interest, with common 
interest and compromise. It has been doing 
this since its inception. Indeed, this is surely 
what Winston Churchill had in mind in 1946, 
when giving his famous speech in Zurich. 
When asked what could be the remedy from 
saving Europe from “infinite misery”, he replied 
“It is to recreate the European fabric…and to 
provide it with a structure under which it can 
dwell in peace, safely and freedom. Therefore 
I say to you, let Europe arise!”. 
In 2016 we need to build a new narrative for 
Europe, in order to respond to the challenges 
that we jointly face today. With the insecurity 
and multitude of conflicts at Europe’s borders, 
be it in Turkey, Libya, Eastern Ukraine, etc., it 
is imperative that we protect this European 
space of peace, freedom, prosperity, justice 
and dignity. Above all, we must remain 
human and close to the European project 
and its fundamental values.
Almost five centuries ago, William 
Shakespeare wrote: “All the world’s a stage” 
and life is a play that we must enact. On 
23 June, UK citizens will be the principal 
actors! So “To be, or not to be” a Member of 
the European Union? That is the question! 
Personally, I stand firmly in the camp ‘To Be’ in 
the EU. I am a fan of ‘#UK-IN’!

TO BE OR NOT TO BE IN THE EU?
THAT IS THE QUESTION…

Luca JAHIER 
President of the Various 
Interests Group of the EESC

Jane MORRICE: It is refreshing to see so 
many people from continental Europe taking 
the trouble to come to Manchester to give 
their opinion and willing to listen and learn, 
exchange views to show that continental 
Europe cares.

Michael SMYTH: The issues that are at the 
heart of the UK referendum are the same 
issues that are worrying citizens across Europe: 
sovereignty, identity and above all security.

Tom JONES: The EESC is at its best because it 
is engaging with its citizen in different parts 
of the EU, and it is important for citizen to 
be engaged and to factually understand the 
responsibilities of decision-making at all levels.

Irene OLDFATHER: Today we are asking 
what matters to you and we’re hearing from 
people’s experiences about the importance 
of the social agenda, about human rights, 
about how to achieve more sharing solutions.
Working together over the next few weeks, 
we need to take this debate to people in the 
UK and to send a clear message that Europe is 
about project hope.

Sir Graham WATSON: The UK will vote to 
leave the EU unless its leaders give positive 
reasons to stay.

Stuart ETHERINGTON: This is a critically 
important decision for the UK and for the EU 
as a whole. By being in Manchester Group III 
was able to listen and engage in the debate 
first hand. It gave people a real opportunity to 
understand the issues.

Marina YANNAKOUDAKIS: The EESC event 
proved yet again that Europe is about shared 
ideas, respecting views and supporting each 
other.

Michael Smyth, Jane Morrice, Stuart Etherington, Marina Yannakoudakis, 
Will Hutton , Irene Oldfather, Sir Graham Watson, Tom Jones

UK members of Group III take the floor
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Brice Lalonde, special guest at Group III Meeting 

During the Group III meeting on 17 February, the Group had the honour to welcome 
Brice Lalonde, former Green Party leader in France, who ran for the French Presidency in 
the Presidential elections in 1981. Coluche once said: “If the trees had voted, Brice 

Lalonde would have been President”. In 1988 he was named 
Minister to the Environment and in 1990 he founded the Green 
Party Ecology Generation. Mr Lalonde is the author of numerous 
books, including “Le ciel nous tombe sur la tête” [The sky is falling 
on our heads].
Mr Lalonde was invited to the Group meeting to give feedback 

on the recent COP21, which is considered to be a success. According to Lalonde, the 
success lies in the fact that the declaration was signed by all participants, including 
all developing countries. The declaration also contains concrete objectives such as 
ensuring that emissions should not exceed 44 gigatonnes by 2030 and the reduction of 
global warming by 2°C by 2050. 

From agricultural to food policy
Group III extraordinary meeting in The Hague, 21-22 April

On Thursday 21 April, the EESC’s Various Interests Group will hold an extraordinary 
meeting at the Dutch Economic and Social Council (Sociaal-Economische Raad/SER) 

in The Hague. The conference will be entitled From agricultural to food policy – 
Towards healthy and sustainable production and consumption. 
The group wants to continue focusing on the issue of a sustainable food policy and 
engage in dialogue with national institutional and civil society stakeholders, with 
a view to drawing up conclusions that will be submitted to the Presidency of the EU 
Council and to the other EU institutions. 
The title and content of the event are largely inspired by the report of the Netherlands 
Scientific Council for Government Policy entitled Towards a Food Policy (http://
www.wrr.nl/en/publications/publication/article/naar-een-voedselbeleid/), which was 
supported and promoted by the Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs at national and 
European levels. In fact, the Presidency of the EU Council will be holding an informal 
meeting of agriculture ministers from 29 to 31 May 2016, partly for the purpose 
of commencing discussions on the CAP after 2020, and has already requested an 
exploratory opinion from the EESC on More sustainable food systems, which should be 
ready just a few days before the May meeting. 
The conference is expected to involve approximately 100 participants (EESC 
members, local civil society organisations and media representatives). 
Speakers will include prominent national and European players from 
the institutional, agricultural, consumer and environmental protection, 
research and business arenas. More information on the event is available at:  
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.group-3-events-and-activities

News from Group III

SPECIAL FEATURE: European Consumer Day 
Reine-Claude MADER (FR)
Member of the Various 
Interests’ Group 

 On 10 March 2016, the EESC organised the European Consumer Day 
for the 18th consecutive year. The guests, specially selected to debate 
a wide spectrum of ideas, discussed the Better Regulation initiative, 
things which should be taken into account by the Commission and 
other institutions in implementing this new strategy and how to make 
sure that consumers do not lose out.

“It is in the public interest to have a well-functioning legislative 
and regulatory body that is appropriate for the context. However, it 
raises many questions about the objectives being pursued”, writes  
Reine-Claude Mader, Member of Various Interests’ Group.

On a general note, the EESC supports cutting red tape and constraints 
on small, medium and micro-enterprises through better regulation, but 
at the same time this process should not mean complete deregulation. 
During the panel on the consumers’ legislation REFIT, Various 
Interest’ Group Member Evangelia KEKELEKI  urged the European 
Commission to take better account of civil society’s views via public  
consultations and impact assessments, and asked the European 
Commission to collect all national maximum standards, in order to 
harmonise consumer protection across Europe.

For further information: http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.
en.events-and-activities-consumer-day-2016

Group III Members in the Spotlight playing a key role
Arno METZLER (DE))
Vice President and Member of the Various Interests’ Group

THE FUTURE OF JUSTICE IN THE EU

On 16 February 2016, Group III member and Vice-President Arno Metzler participated in an event 
on The Future of Justice in the EU: challenges & opportunities, organised by the European Justice 
Stakeholders Forum and hosted by the EESC.

The event brought together numerous key stakeholders in the field of European Justice. The 
opening speech was delivered by the Commissioner for Justice, Consumers and Gender Equality, 
Věra Jourová, who emphasised that the core values of the European Union were non-negotiable. 

The event saw discussions on three different themes: the impact of technology on the future of  
EU justice; migration and the rule of law; and the growing role of international courts in lawmaking. 

The closing address was delivered by Ms Tiina Astola, the 
new Director-General for DG Justice at the European 
Commission. 

The forum was designed to enable all relevant 
stakeholders and policymakers to meet, get to know one 
another, discuss key issues and new challenges, share 
best practices and support and inform policymakers and 
policymaking in the field of justice. This event highlighted 
the need for such a forum and many participants pledged 
their support for future events.

Arno METZLER, Vice President of Various Interests’ Group
Věra JOUROVÁ, Commissioner for EU Justice, Consumers and Gender 
Equality

Christian MOOS (DE)
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

THE COMMISSION’S NEW DRAFT DIRECTIVE ON FIREARMS

A lot has been written about work on this issue. We asked Christian Moos, who chairs the study 
group’s meetings, to explain 

1991

The EESC is currently preparing an opinion on the Commission’s new draft directive on firearms. 
Firearms have been regulated by Directive 91/477/EEC since 1991. The directive classifies 
arms into four categories and regulates the acquisition and possession of legal guns. 
Depending on how dangerous they are, these can be prohibited, subject to authorisation, subject 
to declaration, or not subject to any requirements. 

2008

The directive was amended by Directive 2008/51/EC, which regulates the marking, traceability and 
registration of firearms and requires Member States to keep national registers of firearms. An EU 
regulation was also adopted in 2012 to on the import and export of firearms. 

The 2008 directive provides for an evaluation of the effectiveness of the two directives after a 
few years. Consequently, three studies have been carried out to assess the appropriateness of the 
current legal framework, especially with a view to public safety. The studies have found that the 
legislator needs to take action to improve the legislative framework. The Member States, i.e. the 
ministers of the interior, have been following this subject with great interest over the last couple 
of years. 

Paris Attacks – November 2015

Although the terrorist attacks which took place in Paris in January and November 2015 did not 
trigger the process, they definitely sped it up, since the national governments asked the European 
Commission to present a new legislative proposal. The Commission published its new proposal only 

Evangelia KEKELEKI (EL)
Member of the Various 
Interests’ Group 
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Group III Members in the Spotlight playing a key role
a few days after the November attacks. Its purpose is to tighten firearms control. The Commission 
has pointed out that there are gaps in current firearms legislation and shortcomings in its national 
implementation, which “make us vulnerable to criminal activity and have an impact on the overall 
level of security of EU citizens”. The new scheme provides for stricter conditions for the  
online acquisition of firearms and a ban on certain semi-automatic firearms, which move 
from Category B to Category A, and their private possession will no longer be permitted under 
any circumstance, even if they have been permanently deactivated. Furthermore  blank-firing 
weapons will be included in the scope of the directive and further restrictions will be imposed on the 
use and circulation of deactivated firearms. The Commission also proposes to include collectors in the  
scope of the directive, who have so far been excluded. The Commission also wants stricter 
rules on the marking of firearms and a better exchange of information between the 
national weapons registers.

May 2016

The EESC will vote on its opinion in May 2016 since the first reading of the draft directive in the 
European Parliament is scheduled for June. The opinion is being drafted by Paulo Barros Vale, 
member of the Employers’ Group. As usual, the Committee will take a balanced stance on this 
subject, which has drawn considerable interest. 

Bernardo HERNÁNDEZ BATALLER (ES)
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

EESC PRESIDENT VISIT THE COUNCIL OF CONSUMERS AND 
USERS

On 23 February, the EESC president, during his visit to Spain, met with the Consultative Council of 
Consumers and Users and the highest authorities on this issue in Spain.

The Spanish authorities were represented by Ms Teresa 
Robledo, executive-director of the Spanish Agency 
of Consumer Affairs, Food Safety and Nutrition and 
deputy-directors, Ms Milagros Yagüe and Mr Nelson 
Castro.

The Council of Consumers and Users is an advisory 
body to the authorities. It comprises the most 
representative consumer associations in Spain and has 
two representatives at the EESC, Bernardo Hernández 
Bataller and Carlos Trias Pintó.

After opening the CCU event, EESC president Dassis was welcomed by Ms Manuela López Besteiro, 
who spoke about the most important current issues for consumer associations, namely distance 
sales and guarantees and providing online content and the portability of audiovisual services, 
problems relating to opening up the energy market and collaborative consumption.

Having heard Ms López Besteiro describe these issues, the EESC president highlighted the 
importance of the Council of Consumers and Users, which was represented in 60 European and 
Spanish advisory bodies. He praised the Spanish authorities for financing these organisations 
as a means of strengthening the democratic system since participatory democracy was as an 
expression of all social views, including the most critical.

He then highlighted the role of the EESC as an expression of organised civil society and its 
functioning as a consultative body of the European Union, especially its spirit of consensus.

Miguel Angel CABRA DE LUNA (ES) 
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

ZERO PROJECT CONFERENCE

Miguel Angel Cabra de Luna invited to chair at the Zero Project Conference 2016 on Inclusive 
Education and ICT, February 10-12, 2016, United Nations, Vienna (Austria)

On 10-12 February, the Austrian city of Vienna was 
the setting for the Zero Project Conference, which 
is dedicated to innovations that improve learning 
opportunities for people with disabilities through 
the use of new information and communication 
technologies. The conference was held at the United 
Nations Office in Vienna and brought together 
about 500 experts from more than fifty countries, 
and representatives of public organisations, 
scientists and academics, among others.

Miguel Angel Cabra de Luna, member of the European Economic and Social Committee, 
moderated the panel, which included Prince Mired Al-Hussein of Jordan, and Judy Heumman, 
Special Advisor on Disability to the United States Department of State. During his speech, the EESC 
representative highlighted the role of legislators in meeting the needs of people with disabilities 
and implementing inclusive education policies. In addition, he presented the European experience 
of the European Network for Inclusive Education and Disability, which is financed by the European 
Social Fund.

 This year, the Zero Project’s organisers identified a total of 86 innovative practices that have had 
a positive impact on the rights of people with disabilities in the area of inclusive education. The 
selected projects address the various stages of education from primary school to university. From 
the technological point of view, the focus was on solutions for accessible websites, accessible 
programming and hardware.

GROUP III MEMBERS GET INVOLVED!
YOUR EUROPE YOUR SAY 2016: PAN-EUROPEAN YOUTH DEBATE ON 
MIGRATION

Over the last month and a half many members of the EESC have been actively engaged in visiting 
schools all over the EU and beyond to prepare students for Your Europe, Your Say, a pan-European 
Youth debate which takes place in Brussels on 17-19 March 2016. The EESC is organising this event 
for the seventh consecutive year to ensure that the views, experiences and ideas of young people 
are taken into account in EU policy making.

During their visits to the schools, members worked with the students and one teacher to prepare 
for the event, which this year will focus on migration in Europe. They presented the EESC’s 
activities and its role as the voice of civil society in Europe and gave them guidance on the 
debate. Students taking part from across Europe will be tasked with coming up with concrete 
measures to be taken in schools, clubs, etc., to promote effective integration of young migrants 
into European societies.

Thirty-three schools have been selected from among over 400 applicants from the 28 EU Member 
States and, for the first time, the 5 candidate countries (Albania, Turkey, Montenegro, Serbia and 
the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia). 

MEMBERS SHARE THEIR EXPERIENCE…

Marina SKRABALO (HR)
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

SERBIAN STUDENTS TAKE A CRITICAL LOOK AT THE EU’S 
PRESENT TURMOIL ON THE ISSUE OF MIGRATION

As part of the YEYS project, on 25 February 2016, Marina Škrabalo, an EESC member from Croatia, 
visited the First Belgrade High School and spent an hour discussing the purpose and current state 
of the European Union with the first grade geography class of professor Siniša Vukadinović, in light 
of Serbia’s accession and its effects on the everyday life of Serbian citizens. Most importantly, she 
was joined by Ognjen and Boban, two of the three Serbian students who will be representing 
Serbia at the YEYS debate on migration policy, set to take place in Brussels on 17-19 March.  The 
interactive lecture soon turned into a lively conversation with a lot of questions and answers and 
critical viewpoints that highlighted the importance of consulting citizens Europe-wide through the 
EESC and a myriad other channels when preparing new European policies and transposing them 
into national systems during accession. That is the only way to avoid adopting regulations that 
do not apply to local situations and to ensure that local businesses and communities understand 
and accept new rules. The Serbian students demonstrated considerable knowledge and political 
awareness of the current migration crisis and accompanying political conflicts, which are at the 
source of the decision-making crisis in the EU. They concluded that the freedom of movement of 
people, especially those in need of protection from war and persecution, should be safeguarded 
and promoted as the very foundation of the EU. Wishing Boban, Ognjen and Vera a great time in 
Brussels, Marina Škrabalo cordially thanked professor Vukadinović, the school headmaster and the 
students of the First Belgrade High School – a school with great tradition and cultural influence in 
the country – for their hospitality and openness.  

Ronny LANNOO (BE)
Member of the Various Interests’ Group

RONNY LANNOO ON MIGRATION AND THE EU

As part of the youth session ‘Your Europe, Your Say’ (an EESC project), our Belgian colleague, 
Ronny Lannoo, visited a school on 23 February, where he addressed the final year students of 
the O.L.V  College in Zottegem, Belgium. The school has been selected by the Committee to send 
a delegation of three pupils and their teachers to participate in the meeting to be held at EESC 
on 17-19 March this year. The central theme will be migration and population displacement and 
associated problems in Europe. Along with Veronique Willems, alternate member of the EESC and 
European Affairs Adviser at UNIZO, the Belgian SME organisation, Mr Lannoo gave the students 
a presentation on the EU and the EESC. Remarkably, there was quite a lot of interest from the 
students. At the same time, there was considerable ignorance among the young people about 
the EU. As a result, no-one immediately knew the names of the presidents of the Council or the 
Commission, let alone the name of a Belgian MEP. Nevertheless, the youngsters were positive 
about the EU and its future, despite many negative messages about it in the media recently. The 
EESC project ‘Your Europe, Your Say’ can count on enthusiasm. This is reason enough to continue 
to develop and expand it. Ronny Lannoo has come to the conclusion that interactive, customised 
information with concrete examples on the EU are still sorely needed.



OUR GROUP’S STRENGTH
The Farmers’ Category held the first meeting 
of the year on Thursday 3 March 2016. Under 
the chairmanship of the spokesperson, Group III 
member John Bryan (IE) the category held a high 
level debate on the “Implementation of the present 
CAP, budget and design of CAP post 2020” with 
presentations of Mr Tom Tynan and Mr Dermot 
Ryan, members of the Cabinet of Commissioner 
Phil Hogan and Mr Pekka Pesonen, Secretary 

General of Copa-Cogeca. The members then heard 
from the rapporteurs Mindaugas Maciulevicius 
(GR III), Simo Tiainen (GR III) and John Peel (GR I), 
members of the Category, about the current state 
of play of the ongoing study groups NAT/677 “More 
sustainable food systems”, NAT/682 “Factors that 
influence CAP” and NAT/679 “Agriculture in trade 
negotiations”. Next meeting will be on Wednesday 
15 June 2016.

	  

Overview of our Members’ Work in the EESC 

At its plenary session on 17-18 February 2016 the European Economic and Social 
Committee (EESC) adopted the following opinions for which Group III members 
were Rapporteurs or Co-Rapporteurs.

Séamus BOLAND (IE) Europe needs to defeat 
poverty – children are most at risk  - SOC /530 
Fighting Poverty

At its plenary session on 18 February 2016, the 
European Economic and Social Committee 

(EESC) adopted an exploratory opinion requested by the Dutch 
Presidency of the Council, which urged the EU Council to stick to 
its commitment to get at least 20 million people out of poverty 
by 2020 To achieve the EU’s target, Member States need to launch 
their own national strategies to fight poverty, social exclusion 
and discrimination, duly supported by a common European 
framework. These strategies should focus on adequate income 
support, inclusive labour markets, quality jobs, equal access to 
affordable and high quality services for all, including migrants 
and people granted asylum.  

With more than 122 million people in the EU at risk of poverty 
or social exclusion, the opinion highlighted the fact that one of 
the areas requiring immediate attention is child poverty. Children 
under 18 are among the groups that are more at risk of poverty 
and social exclusion than the overall population, with a rate of 
27.1%. In addition to children, the poverty risk is particularly high 
among young people because of the unprecedented high rates 
of youth unemployment. 

The opinion, which is now EESC policy, calls on the European 
Commission to introduce even more urgent measures to combat 
poverty in Europe. These include the introduction of an adequate 
minimum income, as well as comprehensive and adequate social 
protection systems throughout Europe. The opinion welcomes 
the EU presidency’s intention to organise peer reviews to look 
into “bottom-up” approaches, i.e. examples of partnership 
approaches used by Member States’ to fight poverty, which 
involve several stakeholders, including the public sector, social 
partners, grassroots and non-profit organisations and the social 
economy.

Failure to prioritise the eradication of poverty and social exclusion 
in Europe will affect the well-being of millions of families and 
will damage the many progressive aims of the European Union, 
which are central to the well-being of its citizens

Roman HAKEN (CZ) – ECO/386 “Future of the EU 
Urban Agenda” (EESC opinion 05281/2015)

The EU Urban Agenda, the Dutch Presidency’s 
initiative which brings cities to the centre of 
development discussions will directly influence 

the lives of the 80% of EU citizens who will be living in towns and 
cities by 2050. To formulate the most effective provisions and 
ensure public acceptance of those provisions it is important to 
ensure that civil society organisations will be an equal partner in 
discussions and implementation of the UA. 

The EESC sees working in partnerships as an effective way of 
approaching these extensive and complicated issues. 

Local strategies developed by local partnerships with knowledge 
of the local situation are the best way of incorporating 
recommendations from the EU level and implementing these 
effectively. 

It is essential that all regions of the EU are equally included 
(especially in southern and eastern Europe). The EU UA will have 
to recognise the relationships between cities and towns and 
the adjacent/surrounding peri-urban areas which contribute to 
urban quality of life. The EU UA should not be in conflict with or 
limit the development of rural areas.

It is necessary to ensure that measures to improve the situation in 
one area do not have an adverse effect on another area. 

The EESC suggests including Urban Communities and Citizens 
Participation as a new cross-cutting theme in the EU UA. Cities 
need a functioning mechanism for strengthening citizens and 
groups of citizens so that they can be real and solid partners in 
discussions and implementation of development priorities for 
their cities and in implementing the EU UA. 

Only a self-confident and strong community with high social 
capital will be able to deal with the challenges that are 
emerging. 

Ionut SIBIAN (RO) – REX/453 “EU Enlargement 
Strategy” (EESC opinion 00255/2016)

The EESC supports the particular emphasis placed 
by the Commission on the fundamentals in the 

accession process, with the need for enlargement countries 
to prioritise reforms in the rule of law, fundamental rights, 
functioning of democratic institutions (including election 
system reform and public administration reform), economic 
development and strengthening competitiveness. In monitoring 
progress, special attention should be paid to civil society’s 
warnings against political actions and developments that 
negatively affect rule of law and democratic standards.

The EESC strongly encourages the Commission to retain the 
quality of participatory democracy as one of the core political 
criteria to be assessed. Decisive action should be further 
undertaken to ensure systemic work to build effective, fully 
operational institutions with meaningful participation by civil 
society organisations (CSOs). This will help to combat the risk 
of state capture by political interests, heighten awareness of 
the accountability of all stakeholders involved and ensure 
inclusiveness and transparency in all reform and negotiation 
processes. 

The EESC welcomes the Commission’s clear message that an 
empowered civil society is a crucial component of any democratic 
system and acknowledges its political support for creating a much 
more supportive and enabling environment for civil society, 
including meaningful consultation process with civil society 
in policy-making. This is a key component for satisfactorily 
fulfilling the political criteria, and could also represent a 
possible benchmark in the accession negotiations.
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Highlights of the February 2016 EESC Plenary Session

Reine-Claude MADER (FR) is the President of the study 
group for the opinion on: “The Anti-Tax Avoidance Package” 
- ECO/405

Pirkko RAUNEMAA (FI) is the President of the study group 
for the opinion on: “Regulation on mercury” - NAT/687

Gabriel SARRÓ IPARRAGUIRRE (ES) is the Rapporteur of 
the study group for the opinion on: “The conservation 
of fishery resources through technical measures 
for the protection of marine organisms” - NAT/683 

Cillian LOHAN (IE) is the Rapporteur of the study group for 
the opinion on:”Action Plan against Wildlife Trafficking” - 
NAT/686

Bernardo HERNÁNDEZ BATALLER (ES) is the President of the 
study group for the opinion on: “The use of the 470-790 
MHz frequency band in the Union” - TEN /587

Krzysztof PATER (PL) is the President of the study group 
for the opinion on: “Access of third country goods and 
services to the European Union’s internal market in public 
procurement” - REX/465

Group III members co-ordinating the work on new opinions

Quote of the month…

“You can cut all the flowers 
but you cannot keep 

the Spring from coming.” 

Pablo Neruda
Poet-diplomat and politician

Just for a laugh 

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
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