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 .../... 

Mr President, when I spend time, as I have over the last 2 days, listening to 

civil society being discussed and analysed, I always end up feeling that I 

might be suffering from an identity, crisis. After all people have been talking 

about the civil dialogue, about civil society; matters which concern us a 

great deal; the bread and butter of our every day existence; subject about 

which we know a great deal.  

 

It used to be said that if you brought 70 Italians together you got 100 

political parties. NGOs are much worst than that. We took the Chinese edict 

seriously and we let a thousand flowers bloom. This is not a weakness. Our 

diversity is our strength. But don’t let this fool you, we also know very well 

how to work together, make alliances, and unite around a common cause. It 

is this combination of diversity and unity that often makes us effective. 

 

I would like to thank you, Mr President, for the initiative you have taken to 

open this dialogue with civil society. It is an important initiative and I would 

like to thank Mr Bloch-Lainé for the report he has produced and for the way 

he has listened to civil society in its preparation. 

 

I speak to you on behalf of the EU Civil Society Contact Group which 

brings together four large groupings of rights and value based NGOs - the 

Social Platform, the Green 8, CONCORD (development), and the European 

Human Rights and Democracy NGO Network - working together at the 

European level top achieve common goals. The ETUC has been an Observer 

to our Group since the beginning. Between us we bring together hundreds of 

thousands of NGOs across the whole Union, and all of the new Countries 

too.  
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Beyond that our members have extensive partnerships with NGOs and trade 

unions across the whole globe. We are an example of how different NGOs 

can unite around common messages and campaigns to achieve results. 

Diversity and unity: there is no contradiction. We treasure our diversity, and 

yet we are inveterate alliance makers. Sometime we work on our own, 

sometime we work with others in the same sector and at other times we 

work in our broad alliance. We make alliances to achieve results.  

 

I have heard some at this conference talk about representation, democracy, 

and transparency. These are issues, which concern us deeply. We have all 

developed systems of accountability and of democratic governance to ensure 

that our policy work remains close to our base and that the communication 

between those of us here in Brussels and those of us at the coalface is 

working well.  

 

Our work reflects the concerns of millions of women and men working, in 

our member organisations at the local, national, regional and global level - 

often in their own time voluntarily. Working to make life better for fellow 

human beings, for a fairer society or a safer planet.   

 

NGOs turned their attention to the EU, because they understood that it is in 

Brussels where we needed to have influence. At first we worked on our 

own. Later we understood that, on some common issues, we needed to form 

alliances with NGOs in the same sector. These alliances have proved to be 

most effective. The Social Platform, Concord, the Green 8 and the Human 

Rights group have all become credible and effective interlocutors with the 

Institutions. The policy gains that they have achieved over the last years are 

impressive.  
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Each and every NGO within these four groups retains its independence of 

action, but has realised that there are times we need to act together and 

speak with a single voice to the Institutions of the Union. Together they 

have established a web of structures for the formal dialogue with all of the 

EU institutions.  

 

However, beyond these sectoral alliances, we have needed to bring the 

various sectors together. It is for this reason that a few years we formed 

what has now become the EU Civil Society Contact Group. We did so 

because we needed to campaign on such issues which concerned us all: 

issues such as the Charter of Fundamental Rights, the Convention, the IGC.  

 

We treasure our independence and yet we work to strengthen our unity. We 

a have common vision of the kind of Europe we want and we respect basic 

rules about consultation of members, about good governance, and 

transparency. Consensus, transparency and democracy and respect for 

diversity are at the core of the way they work.  

 

We have developed a complex yet effective way of working together so that 

we can work in alliance, respect different and divergent views and avoid 

making sweeping statements when consensus does not exist. 

 

We have created our own representative structures of organised civil 

society. That, if you want, is a new political reality; a reality which is being 

recognised by the Commission, the EESC as well as the Parliament and the 

Council. 
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Why am I telling you this in such detail? Because if we are here to talk 

about working together, pulling our strengths together for what we jointly 

believe in, then we have got to get to know each other and maybe also 

establish a few points of departure:  

 

1 The treaties give the EESC a specific role in relation to 

organised civil society; 

 

2 The Bloch-Lainé Report acknowledges that proposed 

Constitution does not  focus or limit the civil dialogue to the 

EESC; 

 

3 Civil society is fiercely independent however it can gain from 

collaborating with the EESC, just as much as the EESC can gain 

by collaborating with us; 

 

4 Lastly there is a strong desire, felt both inside and outside the 

EESC, to see it  reform itself, so that it may better face up to the 

challenges it faces. 

 

We could be partners in that process. Let me point a few areas where change 

will be necessary:   

 

Take the composition of the Groups: We all acknowledge that the 

Committee does not yet reflect the rich diversity of our experience. We see 

the employers in Group I, the trade unions in Group II, but out of over 60 

members of Group III, less than a quarter could be described as NGOs, and 

very few rights and value based NGOs.  
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Secondly we believe that there is a need to have a place for European level 

organisations from each one of the groups represented at the EESC.  

 

I believe that there is important work to be done and I welcome the Bloch-

Lainé Report as a first step on that road, but I have to be honest with you 

and say to you that many of my fellow NGOs are far more sceptical than I. 

They have concerns and they have misgivings. I believe that we can and 

must address these:  

 

• Some feel that that the EESC is courting civil society to bolster its 

own legitimacy and to strengthen its own institutional raison d’être. 

 

• Some are concerned that the European Commission could sidestep its 

responsibility to consult NGOs by outsourcing the consultation to the 

EESC. 

 

• Others are worried that they will lose in effectiveness by being drawn 

into a  morass of consensus building. 

 

• And many fear that their independence will not be respected and that 

the EESC will speak on their behalf without mandate. 

 

• And all of us want to preserve our independence in relation to the 

implementation of art 46 of the Constitution and do not want it to be a 

primary function for the EESC.  
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The Bloch-Lainé report assures us that we have no case to worry and that 

these fears are to be dealt with. In reality we know that it is through action 

and success in achieving common goals that people will feel assured.  

 

NGOs who are members of the Civil Society Contact Group will join the 

proposed liaison committee. We are open to being in dialogue with you 

about how this should happen. We do so as independent and self-organised 

NGOs. We also do so with caution. We are concerned that any group or 

institution might feel tempted, by our acceptance, to speak on our behalf 

without a mandate to do so.  

 

Many of us believe the EESC can become the house of organised civil 

society. We welcomed your support for the Article on civil dialogue in the 

new Constitution. Maybe we can have other practical collaborations too. 

Maybe the EESC can also support us when we take on some of the other 

Institutions. Is the EESC ready to stand up to Council when it fails to have a 

dialogue with civil society, as they did in the first part of the IGC? Would 

the EESC stand up to the Commission, when contrary to its own guidelines 

it produces, as it did last year, new financial rules governing NGOs, with no 

consultation with any part of civil society, with no consultation with the 

EESC and has them adopted by Council, before even its own services had a 

chance to see them? Will the EESC be a partner in that kind of debate and 

confrontation with the Institutions?  

 

In a few weeks time you will have another opportunity for a practical 

collaboration. You will move into your new premises, next to the 

Parliament. You could take the opportunity to give out visitors’ badges, just 

as they do in the European Parliament, but go one further and make a 
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distinctive badge for the NGOs. A house is not yours if you have to be 

signed in every time you step through the door. You could even decide to 

make a working space available to NGOs.   

 

I have been asked many times why I spend so much energy and time on 

talking about how the cooperation with the EESC is important. The honest 

tone so far might make you feel surprised about my answer. Yesterday 

evening at the President’s reception I felt a strong energy in the room, many 

alliances already exist between us. I have no doubt that working together we 

would be stronger than working apart. Not all my colleagues are with me on 

this. But I believe that one step at a time, by keeping talking, with caution, 

consultation, mutual respect we will achieve a transparent process of 

internal change in the EESC that will actually make real the words in Mr 

Bloch-Lainé Report. Then we can consign the talking shop of conferences, 

vague consultation sessions to the past and we will be doing some real 

business together. 

 

A strong partnership between us would help us achieve our goals of a 

Europe of social inclusion, of social justice, of equality for all and equality 

of women and men, and a Europe which advances human rights at home and 

abroad and is a strong voice for peace and sustainable development in the 

world.  

 

I believe that, by respecting our differences and diversity and yet working 

together we can do more to achieve our common aims than by working 

separately.  

 

Thank you 


