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Distinguished guests

Ladies and gentlemen

Dear colleagues
I would like to begin my presentation with a quotation from Albert Einstein:  "Logic will get you from A to B, imagination will take you everywhere. Only imagination has the power to make that paradigm 'leap' necessary to design the future". It is precisely this power of imagination that makes humans unique and which set us on the path towards the UN 2030 Agenda. An Agenda for which we need the courage to imagine a new world. For which we must have the ambition to put opportunities and goals before problems. An Agenda for which we must have the creativity and determination to transform a vision into a positive European narrative for a sustainable development Union. However, to deliver this Agenda, we must have the foresight and discipline to protect what is beautiful and fragile in our world and prepare for the future. This does not mean that we should be naive. Of course change is difficult, but if we only think of the challenges then we will fail. We need a vision to give us the force to move from dreams to reality!
For thirty years after the definition of the concept of sustainable development, with the release of the Brundtland report, our common future is very much under threat. At precisely the time when others turn away from their commitments, it is imperative that the EU maintains the momentum, accelerating, investing in and embracing change. Now is the time for long-time engagement, to make the transition to an inclusive, equitable, resilient, low-carbon, circular and collaborative economy. Now is the time for political leadership, to rethink our growth models and improve well-being. To balance economic prosperity with innovation, social inclusion, democratic participation and environmental sustainability, all within our planetary boundaries. We must have the conviction and boldness to defend the universal, indivisible and mutually reinforcing dimensions of the 2030 Agenda. 
Allow me to also quote Malala Yousafzai, the Pakistani activist and youngest Nobel prize Laureate, who stated that "All the SDGs come down to education". There is indeed an inherent inter-connectivity between all of the goals and each one becomes a catalyst for the others…
Ladies and gentlemen, it is very easy to relegate discussions on sustainable development to experts and academics. But this would be a major mistake. For the debates surrounding sustainable development are profoundly political and they must take centre-stage in our political reflections on the future of the EU, on the future of Member States and of our global relations. To my great regret, the EU has not demonstrated that it has assimilated and embraced the opportunities for a paradigm shift provided by the 2030 Agenda. Unfortunately, the Agenda is quite absent from the five scenarios in the EC White Paper on the Future of Europe. Even the Rome Declaration and last years' Communication on a 'Sustainable European Future' provide only partial and half-hearted commitments. In my opinion, this could be an immense missed opportunity. It also contradicts the EU's commitments to the UN Climate Change Paris Agreement. 

It is now time for the EU to take the political decision to make the 2030 Agenda a central pillar to the future direction and identity of the EU. It is crucial that we make sustainable development a horizontal European priority and that we strengthen the governance of the SDGs. We must take the global leadership and align the Agenda with the EU's longer-term 2050 sustainable development strategy. For to be credible, the EU has to deliver the 2030 Agenda and lead by example. This will involve building an overarching European Strategy for sustainable development. This strategy should abandon silos and embrace a holistic, coordinated and systematic approach. It should mainstream sustainable development across all EU programmes, policies and financial instruments. As a first step, we need an inter-institutional agreement on sustainable development between the Commission, the Council and European Parliament. Indeed, I would call on the EC to present a new scenario on the Future of Europe, which would put centre stage a sustainable democratic Union.
Of course the European Institutions are not the only responsible actors – far from it. Member States must also urgently develop national SDGs frameworks and Action Plans. Local and regional authorities need to embrace the 2030 Agenda. Every village, town and city in Europe must take ownership of the Agenda. National parliaments should assess progress. What is clear, is that we need more coordination within and among the EU and Member States. In my view, the European Semester is the best instrument to improve coordination, as it allows direct interaction on national agenda-setting and delivery.
Dear friends, as you will have noticed from the title of this conference, we consider the dimension of 'rights' in the 2030 Agenda to be of equal importance to that of 'progress'. It is my view that the EU will only reach the objectives of the Agenda if firstly, we build on our European values. Secondly, if we safeguard the exercise of human, economic, social and cultural rights. In the first instance, there is no doubt that the values enshrined in the European Treaties define and reflect who we are and who we want to be. The demand to exercise rights is an extension of those values. However, what is interesting about the 2030 Agenda, is that it brings to the forefront an additional dimension which had been neglected by the EU's logic of market economy. The dimension of well-being. For the implementation of the 2030 Agenda requires a new definition of prosperity, going way beyond the criterion of GDP and economic growth. Without doubt, the sole criterion of GDP growth has failed to address social inclusion, environmental responsibility, societal happiness and sustainable economic growth. In contrast, the concept of beyond GDP is at the heart of sustainable development and it defines the type of society that we aspire to. Now it is time to move from sustainable indicators to policy design and to ex ante evaluations.
This integrated approach to human development was well defended by His Holiness Pope Francis, in his Encyclical letter on the environment, which was published before the Paris conference on Climate Change. Pope Francis argued that "Every ecological approach needs to incorporate a social perspective which takes into account the fundamental rights of the poor and the underprivileged…We are not faced with two separate crisis…but rather one complex crisis which is both social and environmental". It is in the protection of the Earth and Climate, which Pope Francis refers to as "our common goods", that "We require a new and universal solidarity". 
This brings me to the final part of my speech, which will deal with governance, key actors and partnerships. There is no doubt that we will only be able to design and deliver this new world, by working transparently in partnership. A new global governance model is required and the EU should take the lead in shaping it. This new global governance should be defined and driven by bottom-up initiatives of local and regional authorities, civil society organisations - including businesses and trade unions- and citizens. Business has a pivotal role to play in leadership, innovation and investment in change. To be perfectly honest, without the active engagement of business, we will never be able to deliver the 2030 Agenda. I would particularly like to thank the OECD, for its efforts to favour a proactive engagement of all forms of enterprise. What is crucial, is for the SDGs to be recognised by the private sector as business opportunities and for sustainable development to be put at the centre of business models. Not because it is altruistic, but because it makes good business sense!
We also need to prioritise setting up ambitious multi-stakeholder platforms. This would allow European civil society to be involved in the full cycle of SDG implementation, with recommendations presented to political authorities. Allow me to reiterate that the EESC is ready to support the creation of such a forum and to contribute to civil society outreach.
In relation to citizens, the challenges are different. It is not only necessary to increase understanding of the positive impact of the SDGs on the daily life of citizens and to encourage ownership. It is very much about addressing the issues of choice and affordability of goods and services. For unless public funding stops supporting unsustainable models which drive societal behaviour, then it will be very difficult to increase public support for sustainable development. Today, most sustainable goods and services are financially accessible only to the more advantaged sections of society. This is the wrong approach. We must urgently find ways to incentivise long term funding into sustainable development, to put an end to harmful subsidies and introduce ecological tax reforms.

Before ending, allow me to make a plea for recognising culture as one of the pillars of sustainable development. Culture shapes our understanding of development and determines how individuals think and act. It is an important tool for job creation, territorial cohesion, social inclusion and innovation in Europe. Personally, I think that Culture should be valued as the link which gives sense to the other pillars, providing a long-term perspective and bringing all pillars into a circular and inter-dependent relationship. For Culture is able to build up the positive dynamics of this new narrative for 'tomorrow's' society. Culture is based on our feelings and expectations as human beings, it can feed our passions and become a unifying force! 
Ladies and gentlemen, in the 5th Century BC the philosopher Plato stated that once a good opinion becomes accepted by all in the Republic, then it becomes law. This is our objective for the SDGs. To transform perceptions and attitudes. To develop a powerful, attractive and inclusive narrative. To create a sustainable culture among Europeans.
Young persons in particular must be made key partners in change, as inter-generational justice is vital to the success of this Agenda. So let us jointly embark on this new world! Let us re-instil hope and trust in our democratic systems! Let us make the UN 2030 Agenda the driver for the European Social Contract of the 21st Century!
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