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Transition to a circular economy is a must if we 

are to protect our planet, but also if we are to 

increase the competitiveness of European industry. 

This is a long-term process that will require 

numerous initiatives at European, national and 

regional level. Companies see the circular economy 

as an opportunity. "Going green" is beneficial not 

only for the environment, but also for businesses, 

providing real savings in terms of raw materials, 

water and energy. Apart from its environmental and 

economic benefits, the circular economy also has 

social advantages, providing new jobs and new 

business models. These are some of the conclusions 

emerging from the conference entitled "Sustainable 

industry in the Context of Circular Economy", which 

took place on 13 September in Košice, Slovakia. 

According to Eurostat, 2.5 to 3 billion tonnes of waste 

are produced annually in the EU. In 2016, in just 

7 months mankind used all the natural resources that 

should normally be used over the course of an entire year 

in order to maintain sustainability. The current, linear 

model of the economy is swiftly leading us towards 

depletion of resources. 

Europe imports most of its raw materials for 

production, and a number of specific raw materials are in 

the possession of a narrow group of countries. This 

means that massive reliance on such imports not only 

increases Europe's dependence on foreign resources, but 

also jeopardises our security – a point that was underlined 

by Vojtech Ferencz, State Secretary at the Ministry of 

Economy of the Slovak Republic in his opening speech at 

the conference. The Slovak government had decided to 

focus on implementation of sustainability principles. 

Its economy was based heavily on the automotive 

industry, a sector that ideally placed for implementing a 

circular approach.  

Košice was chosen as the venue of the event due to 

the fact that local industry is an example of an efficient 

transition to a circular economy. The steel industry, of 

major importance for the region, has already notched up 
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numerous achievements in waste reduction, increasing 

usage of recycled raw materials and using raw materials, 

energy and water in more efficient manner. The members 

of the Employers' Group had an opportunity to see 

concrete examples of this during their study visit to the 

US Steel Košice plant. 

How can Circular Economy support sustainable 

growth?  

Supporting the environment and generating wealth is 

no longer a contradiction - a point emphatically made by 

Norbert Kurilla, State Secretary at the Ministry of 

Environment of the Slovak Republic. He listed a number 

of initiatives that Slovak government had undertaken in 

order to turn the circular economy into reality. 

An analytical institute had been established to conduct 

the research necessary in order to implement the planned 

policy changes, and Slovakia now cooperates closely with 

the World Bank on decarbonising its industry. Mr Kurilla 

admitted that transition would require significant 

investments as well as a change in habits regarding how 

we produce, consume and dispose. Fiscal incentives were 

needed in order to convince both consumers and 

businesses to embrace a circular approach. 

He also underlined the social dimension of the circular 

economy. A whole variety of new business sectors 

needed to be developed to this end – in recycling, 

repairing and upgrading products. This would mean new 

companies and, as a consequence, new jobs. 

The circular economy has a business case and 

estimates of the potential benefits are becoming more 

encouraging every year – these were the words of 

Kestutis Sadauskas, Director in charge of Circular 

Economy and Green Growth in DG Environment of the 

European Commission. Raw materials often represented 

from 30% to over 50% of production costs. If resource 

efficiency were to be improved by 30%, possible savings 

could exceed EUR 600 billion annually.  

Mr Sadauskas admitted that delivering legislative 

proposals and reaching a compromise with all 

stakeholders would be a long and challenging process. 

A smart mixture of measures was needed: if proposals 

were too radical, they would harm EU competitiveness at 

the global level, yet if they were too soft, the EU might 

miss out on the opportunities emerging from the circular 

economy. 

It was underlined that Member States, regions, 

municipalities and businesses all had an important role to 

play. In order to succeed, the whole of society had to be 

involved in the circular economy. 

Initially, the circular economy was mainly about large 

companies, but there was increasing interest on the part 

of SMEs in this concept – an observation made by 

Markus Beyrer, Director General of BusinessEurope. 

Businesses were willing to play an active role in 

promoting circular economy, i.e. by creating a platform to 

showcase existing best practices and share them across 

various sectors. 

Mr Beyrer also drew attention to the global dimension 

of the circular economy. In order to secure the planet’s 

future, the EU could not act alone: other global players 

had to get on board too. 

In order to convince the business sector of the 

importance of the circular economy, it clearly has to be 

beneficial for businesses. We need a smart mix of 

measures. First and foremost, existing legislation should 

be fully exploited. Effective re-use of waste can create a 

lot of added value. The EU should also avoid scrap 

leakage and look at current barriers to recycling. 

Antonello Pezzini, member of the Employers’ Group 

and EESC rapporteur on the Circular Economy, brought 

the example of his own business, a company producing 

hi-tech textiles which already applied circular economy 

principles. Being green and innovative was, in his view, a 

vital precondition for remaining competitive and 



attracting new customers. “We need to offer a good life-

cycle analysis for each of our products to win product 

awards and contracts”, he said. Life cycle analyses were 

expensive to carry out, but they were cost-effective in long 

term.  

Businesses understood that the only way forward was 

through the circular economy, said Janusz Pietkiewicz, 

member of the Employers’ Group, representing the 

Employers of Poland. He underlined that the social and 

environmental pillar was becoming more and more 

important for business. Digitalisation was revolutionising 

the way business was conducted. 

Products must be designed differently to take into 

account the circular economy. We need to develop new 

opportunities to re-use products after their first life, and 

this also means the resources that go into making a 

product. There is no doubt that consumers have a 

significant role to play in whole process.  

What is the role of business in the transition to a 

more circular economy?  

The participants of the second panel set out to define 

the role of business in the transition to a more circular 

economy. Miroslav Kiral'varga, President of the National 

Union of Employers of Slovakia was critical of the 

legislative barriers to the circular economy. By way of an 

example, barely 1% of slag is used in roadbuilding in 

Slovakia because of legal barriers. There were no fiscal 

incentives for using gas to generate electricity.  

Academia and its cooperation with industry on 

developing innovative solutions to recycle waste from the 

production processes is yet another important element of 

circular economy – this was a point raised by Stanislav 

Kmet from the Technical University of Košice. 

He admitted that there was still plenty of work to be done, 

noting that, depending on the 

sector, the recycling rate varied 

from 5% to 80%. He referred to 

practical research projects in the 

automotive sector on which 

Košice University was currently 

working. Lubomir Šooš, Vice-

President of Automotive 

Industry Association of the 

Slovak Republic, admitted that 

this sector used numerous 

complex composites that were 

very difficult to recycle. 

That was why close cooperation with universities was of 

utmost importance. 

Stéphane Tondo, President designate of APPEAL (the 

Association of European Producers of Steel for 

Packaging) stated that the steel packaging sector had 

sought to make the circular economy a success, despite 

the fact that it cost more. Currently, 75% of steel 

packaging was recycled. As the process was relatively 

straightforward in terms of technology, further increases 

in this percentage would depend mainly on consumers and 

their willingness to recycle.  

By 2030, 50% of steel will come from recycled 

materials, said Axel Eggert, Director General of 

EUROFER. As steel was 100% recyclable, this sector had 

already achieved impressive results in reducing waste. 

100% of scrap from steel production was recycled. 

However, not enough steel scrap came back to the 

ironworks, with scrap metal often being exported. 

Mr Eggert also underlined the importance of a level 

playing field for the industry. In his view, a tax on 

resources was a good solution only if other global 

competitors were subject to the same taxation. 

The conference was jointly organised by the Employers' Group 

and the National Union of Employers of Slovakia.  

Study visit to the US Steel Košice industrial complex   



In twenty years' time the world will be a different place, 

and the digital revolution will have penetrated all aspects 

of our society. Where does Europe stand when a country 

has left the European Union for the first time in the 

history of European integration? When we still have not 

managed to effectively tackle crippling youth 

unemployment in many countries? When European 

universities (except those in the United Kingdom) are no 

longer in the top 20 worldwide in international rankings? 

When the education system is barely able to equip 

children with reading and writing skills of a European 

standard, and when the innovative power of many 

European countries barely meets the major challenges of 

the future and there is a danger of a lack of qualified 

technical specialists in Europe? 

Given the range of uncertainties and challenges to be 

overcome, is it not high time we made a more intensive effort 

to deal with these long-term issues, which determine innovative 

power - an essential element of a region's competitiveness - and 

are the foundation of all development and the basis for 

prosperity, employment and social security?  

This is primarily dependent on people and their education, 

training and skills, as well as the structures and innovative 

strengths in a wide range of sectors, not to mention the 

efficient and precise use of funds at Member State and 

European level.  

As a very early supporter of the European project, it is both 

a great joy and an honour for me to contribute to the further 

development of the EU as a member of the EESC - yet to what 

extent can national experiences be useful? Before Austria 

became a member of the EU (accession took place in 1995), 

we had to prepare for Europe, to convince people about what a 

unified Europe - far beyond economic considerations - might 

mean, in particular for young people.   

In education policy, a great deal of attention was paid to 

internationality and the language skills of teachers, 

schoolchildren and students. We, the Austrian Federation of 

Industry (IV-Bund), gave schools the first media kit, 'Europe, 

our future', for teacher training and for use in the classroom in 

order to lay the groundwork for the EU. Is it not time to once 

again jointly spread the European idea, with even greater 

passion, with young people, teachers, education policy and 

visiting schemes?  

The position of universities in international rankings is a 

gauge of the innovative power of regions and of the whole 

European Union. We must strive to compete for the best 

minds, the best students and teachers, scientists and researchers 

- as a strategic element of society's, not just the economy's, 

competition policy.  

For me it was important and yet surprising how carefully the 

EESC dealt with future issues key to the EU, such as the role of 

universities ('Engaged universities shaping Europe').  

How can the major challenges be tackled, with a particular 

focus on Europe, if European universities are becoming less 

attractive? And where does Europe stand in terms of 

innovation? The technological future of Europe will be decided 

in the coming years. Comparing European innovation can, to 

some extent, provide a way to gauge this.  

The latest performance scoreboard for research and 

innovation in 2016 shows once again that Europe is lagging 

behind other global powers in the area of research and 

development, although it is slowly catching up. The large 

disparities between Member States should also spur targeted 

measures. 

Sweden has once again been named the most innovative 

country in Europe, followed by Denmark, Finland, Germany 

and the Netherlands. In terms of innovation, Latvia, Malta, 

Lithuania, the Netherlands and the UK have made the most 

progress. 

Is it not Europe's job to bring together the experiences of 

individual countries - the 'Innovation Leaders' and the 

'Innovation Followers' - and provide recommendations for 

development? 'Horizon 2020' is an important step, but it is not 

enough.  

Innovation and education:  

a shift to a long-term policy  
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In Austria, for example, we have managed to use the Lisbon 

process to measure our innovative power and compare it to that 

of other European countries, such as Sweden, Finland, the 

Netherlands, the UK and Germany. Our strengths - and above 

all our weaknesses - required new strategic ideas and were the 

impetus for large-scale reforms. 

Austria's progress from 2002 to 2008 was unbelievable. 

In 2002, Austria was 10th in the European innovation ranking 

of the EU-15 ('falling further behind') and by 2008 it 

remarkably reached 6th place out of the EU-27 and was named 

the strongest 'Innovation Follower'. 

The Federation of Industry's research, 

technology and innovation (FTI) 

strategy was an important driver of 

this. Today we are once again back in 

the 10th or 11th place and it is the 

Austrian government's express aim to 

get into the group of 'Innovation 

Leaders'. 

Youth employment and 

vocational training 

One of Europe's main issues, if not 

its main issue, is tackling 

unemployment, particularly youth 

unemployment, through all available 

means and strategies. The statistics still paint an unhappy 

picture: youth unemployment is between 50% and 10% in the 

EU Member States. Do we have the right ideas to deal with it 

and are they sufficient? 

In many OECD countries, a growing discrepancy has been 

identified between rising youth unemployment on the one hand 

and a lack of qualified workers on the other. Yet the workforce, 

particularly the younger generation, has a higher level of 

education than ever before. Do we not overemphasise 'higher 

education' in comparison to vocational training?  

Education policy in many OECD countries focuses on 

expanding general and further education - a policy which is 

supported by the OECD and the EU. According to EU-2020, 

at least 40% of an age group should have a higher education 

qualification. However, a comparison with countries with 

various rates of youth unemployment and the role that 

vocational training plays in these countries tells a clear story. 

There is a strong correlation between a high proportion of 

young people in vocational training and a lower rate of youth 

unemployment; countries in which vocational training plays a 

central role are much more successful at getting young people 

into work.  

A number of initiatives at EU level are moving in the right 

direction: the responsibility for vocational training has been 

shifted from DG Education to DG Employment and the 

subject is being addressed with particular dedication. 

The 'Education Alliance' produced good interim results, and the 

new European Skills Agenda should make it possible not only 

to bring together successful projects 

and initiatives more effectively, but 

also to reduce the growing gap 

between the qualifications offered by 

the education system and those sought 

by employers. The European Centre 

for the Development of Vocational 

Training (Cedefop) is perhaps the 

most important and relevant EU 

agency in this area.  

The digital revolution will be the 

biggest driver of growth and 

employment in the coming decades. 

It will penetrate all areas of our society 

and will fundamentally change our 

lives, our economy and our ways of working. But do our 

countries have enough qualified people, particularly young 

people, with the training, education and skills which are 

required for this change? 

The issue of training a new generation of technical 

specialists has become key. Today more than half of all highly-

qualified engineers worldwide are educated in Asia. More than a 

third of the technical talent from around the world comes from 

China. 

New dynamic innovation regions (particularly in Asia) have 

taken their place alongside Europe's traditional competition, 

such as the USA and Japan. Asian students choose technical 

subjects more often than their European counterparts; the 

proportion of university graduates in engineering and technical 

subjects is on average 12% in Europe, while it is 24% in 

Taiwan, 25% in Korea and 31% in China.   

Is Europe and are its people suitably equipped to deal with 

the major challenges of the future - going beyond the challenges 

we currently face? Including with regard to people's education 

and training, the innovative power of its countries and 

companies, as well as the implementation of scientific 

knowledge to solve problems and develop products, processes 

and proposals?  

This is a wide array of subjects for the future, which no 

committee is better equipped to work on than the EESC.  

About the author: 

Gerhard Riemer  
Member of the Employers’ Group 

Federation of Austrian Industry 

Member of the Austrian Science Council  
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During my parliamentary work as an MEP 

(1999-2014), I saw climate issues starting to appear 

on the political agenda. When I entered politics, 

I wondered why climate change was not discussed at 

all. Then the time came when I began to wonder if it 

was possible to talk about anything without being 

forced to mention climate change. This happened 

during the great climate hype in 2007, when the 

political agenda changed abruptly. It seemed as if no 

issue could be promoted without the threat of global 

warming being mentioned. Partly because of the 

financial crisis the climate hype is definitively over 

now, and interest in climate issues has fallen 

dramatically. 

My doctoral thesis, The Rise and 

Fall of the Kyoto Protocol – Climate 

Change as a Political Process describes 

this progression from ignorance to 

enthusiasm to fatigue. I tried to 

combine my dual role as a 

researcher and an active climate 

legislator with an inside view, 

focusing in particular on the EU's 

most important climate instrument, emissions trading. 

I have served in various key positions as a rapporteur for 

the biggest political group, the EPP, in its various 

configurations. I wondered why a system that was so 

brilliant in theory was not able to bring its strength to 

bear and achieve results in practice for the EU. 

The legislative overlaps, patched-up mistakes and a severe 

lack of coordination can be considered key reasons. 

Various corrective measures to fix these overlaps have 

created an unpredictable, insecure investment 

environment for European industry.  

At the beginning of the last decade I was still a firm 

supporter of the Kyoto Protocol. However, the legislative 

work on emissions trading opened my eyes.  

In 2005, when the Kyoto Protocol finally entered into 

force, I already anticipated that the agreement might even 

prove counterproductive with regard to climate. Looking 

at emission trends, I was right. Good climate politics 

cannot be promoted without concerted efforts from the 

biggest emitters. Otherwise, reductions in one place 

trigger an even greater increase in emissions in another. 

An analysis of international trade volumes supports this 

conclusion. 

The EU has emphasised that it has shown leadership 

and ambition with its climate commitments, but the 

picture changes if, in addition to production, we take into 

account consumption-based emissions, with greater 

imports from outside the EU. 

When analysing international trade volumes, we have 

to conclude that the EU's hundreds of billions of climate 

measures have served to increase emissions. The volume 

of imported emissions outweighs 

achievements in domestic 

reductions. A fundamental flaw in 

climate politics is that success is 

measured in terms of production, 

not consumption. Thus, we have 

outsourced our emissions, but 

unfortunately our jobs, too. From 

an environmental viewpoint this 

can be considered negative. 

My study is an exceptionally wide-ranging review 

encompassing a number of perspectives, each of which 

could be the topic of a doctoral thesis. That is, however, a 

conscious choice. The aim is to demonstrate one of the 

major shortcomings of the scientific climate discussion - 

the lack of an overall picture. Both scientists and 

politicians suffer from this. Only a broad, overall picture 

will reveal the extent to which the climate change 

discussion is based on assumptions relating to other 

people's knowledge. Those assumptions form a web of 

hypotheses whose validity needs to be assessed, as they 

are the basis for significant, publicly-financed political 

endeavours. 

Climate story - from ignorance to fatigue 
By Eija-Riitta Korhola 

About the author: 

Eija-Riitta Korhola 

CCMI delegate 

independent consultant and 

advisor in EU-affairs (CEPI)  
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Trends are always welcome in industry even 

though I maintain that we must constantly innovate 

to anticipate the trends. It takes a lot to establish a 

trend that might be important as regards getting 

good results for the manufacturing system. 

It was so a few years ago with the relocation of some 

industries out of Europe to other parts of the world (and 

how I really disliked that trend!); it was so with Europe’s 

reindustrialisation (which I greatly welcomed!); and so it is 

now with the Industry 4.0 revolution. 

I have faith in this trend. But I have even more faith in 

the companies that are already ahead of the challenge and 

are preparing the future for industry in Europe. 

This “new” concept of Industry 4.0 is based, as we all 

know, on the notion created by German industry, focused 

at that time (2013) on establishing priority areas for R&D 

in the manufacturing industry (mainly the automobile 

industry, some say…). And the idea was to lead the trends 

towards a new type of industrialisation, focused on the 

machinery, production tools and industrial processes with 

obvious consequences on working methods and 

procedures, production lines, market strategies and (in my 

view) above all, the skills and human resources needed to 

embrace the huge challenge. 

This specific factor is absolutely critical to the future 

and success of manufacturing in Europe. And I would like 

to draw the attention of the Member States and 

particularly of the EESC, as a consultative body, to the 

need for a clear strategy regarding the education and 

training system and a new skills-anticipation process to 

address the new jobs and careers that will be created with 

this trend. 

There are also two very important issues in this 

“revolution”. On the one hand, the components evolution 

(not only the electronic parts and the dimension 

associated with this – nanotechnologies and so on – but 

also other parts with multiple digital uses and low costs) 

and its interaction with other components and computers 

– the so-called internet of things. This will have huge 

consequences for production lines and processes. 

On the other hand, the constant changes in consumer 

habits that drive the industry and product customisation 

to a point we never dreamt of in so many different areas 

like fashion, automobiles, machines, etc. People want 

unique products. 

At the end of the day, I would say that the secret to 

success in this area will be the combination of these two 

worlds with solutions that optimise the different 

“shop-floors” of the industrial units, making the systems 

more flexible for a faster and more efficient production 

chain. 

Technology is already present in our daily life and the 

need to combine technologies (available or not) like 

3D-printing, the mobile, cloud computing and augmented 

reality will be the secret to maintaining Europe’s 

competiveness in a world that is calling for industrial 

customisation but at the same time, with companies that 

still need to play a role in mass production. 

The balance between these two ways will be crucial for 

Europe and European industrial companies. We are living 

in interesting and challenging times. Let’s take part in it! 

About the author: 

Gonçalo Lobo Xavier 

Association of Portuguese Mechanical 

and Metallurgical companies 

EESC Vice-president for Communication  
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Industry 4.0 – how to anticipate the future? 



Newsletter of the Employers’ Group  

Editors: Leszek Jarosz: leszek.jarosz@eesc.europa.eu; Valérie Paesmans: valerie.paesmans@eesc.europa.eu 

Address: 

European Economic and Social Committee 

Employers’ Group 

Rue Belliard 99 

1040 Brussels 

Belgium 

Telephone: +32 (0) 2 546 82 07 

Fax: +32 (0) 2 2 546 97 54 

E-mail: gr1@eesc.europa.eu 

www.eesc.europa.eu/employers-group @employers_EESC 

EmployersEESC 

New Member of the Employers' Group 

How will Industry 4.0 challenge the existing system of 

industrial relations? What action should be taken by 

policy-makers, enterprises and workers to benefit from 

the ongoing digital revolution? How will the labour 

market change in the years to come and what will the social dialogue look like in the future? These are the questions to 

be posed during the panel organised by the Employers' Group at the European Forum for New Ideas (EFNI), which 

will take place in Sopot, Poland, at the end of September.  

"The ongoing 4th industrial revolution will not only completely change the organisation of production but will also have a 

tremendous impact on the labour market and, in consequence, on social dialogue," said Jacek Krawczyk, President of the 

Employers' Group. "As this year's edition of EFNI is devoted to the future of work, we decided to examine this impact in detail." 

The discussion, entitled "Will the 4th industrial revolution radically change the roles and importance of both employers' 

organisations and trade unions?", will gather social partners at European and national level, including representatives of 

BusinessEurope and ETUC. 

The European Forum for New Ideas is an international congress of business communities attended by prominent 

representatives of politics, culture, science, and media. It has been organised since 2011 by the Polish Confederation Lewiatan, in 

cooperation with BusinessEurope, the City of Sopot and Polish and foreign companies and institutions. 

The Employers' Group would like to welcome a new member to its ranks, 

Mr Paul Soete. Mr Soete is currently Chairman of the Board of the National Social 

Security Office. He also works as an independent consultant in industrial relations.  

Between 2001 and 2014 Mr Soete was CEO of Agoria, which is the largest sectoral 

employers' federation in Belgium and defends the interests of companies in the technology 

industry. For many years he was the chief negotiator for the sectoral labour agreements 

concluded for this industry.  

In addition, he has held multiple mandates within the Federation of Enterprises in 

Belgium (VBO-FEB), Orgalime, BECI (Brussels Enterprises, Commerce and Industry), the 

Belgian Federation for pension funds, Attentia and Sirris. 

The Employers' Group 

at the European Forum 

for New Ideas 

The Employers’ Group participated in previous editions of the European Forum for New Ideas  
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