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EDITORIAL
Dear readers,

2015 is a year of opportunities. 
Let’s seize them together!

In Chinese, the same symbol is used 
for the words “crisis” and “opportu-
nity”. Coincidence? I think not! Every 
crisis also presents an opportunity, 
and that opportunity needs to be 
seized. The last decade has been more 
or less defi ned by crises – fi nancial 
crisis, employment crisis, economic 
crisis and environmental crisis. 

2015 will be another year of major challenges, but also of great opportuni-
ties. It is more important than ever for us to cooperate even more closely 
and intensively throughout Europe.

The fi nancial crisis highlighted the importance of clear rules for the banking 
sector. It has also been the catalyst for greater integration in the euro area. 
The economic crisis showed us that a circular economy based on recycling 
and extending product life cycles absolutely can create jobs and growth. 
Re-industrialisation undoubtedly does need more impetus and dynamism. 
Environmental policy is another area that presents great opportunities, which 
could for example lead to greater energy independence. Thanks to innova-
tive ideas and state-of-the art technology, we can contribute to a sustainable 
environment and to achieving climate change goals.

We have also jointly dubbed 2015 the European Year for Development. The 
developing world has potential – its greatest asset is its many young people, 
who are truly hungry for education. Development policy also means investing 
in potential European workers and markets. 

There is no doubt that we, as civil society, will be placing particular emphasis 
on this issue. Our policies here also need to be more transparent, tangible 
and comprehensible. 

We are facing huge potential opportunities, but making use of them will 
require the eff orts of a Europe of 28. 

The European Economic and Social Committee looks forward to working 
closely with the Parliament, the Commission and the Member States. 

Hans-Joachim Wilms
Vice-President of the EESC
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Europe in 2015: the EESC and the European 
Parliament call on the Juncker Commission 
for rapid action and direct democracy

At the December plenary session, 
EESC president Henri Malosse pre-
sented the Committee’s contribution 
to the 2015 Work Programme of the 
European Commission in the presence 
of Martin Schulz, President of the Euro-
pean Parliament. He welcomed the 
new Commission’s determination to 
fi nd ways to cut red tape, which has 
hobbled worthy initiatives in the past, 
and to actively involve civil society in 
EU policy-making.

“Introspection is to be left behind”, 
said the EESC President, “we need 
concrete actions immediately to bring 
back competitiveness and sustainable 
growth. But for this to work, a more 
democratic Union is needed: the suc-
cess of this new Commission lies in its 
ability to mobilise and engage civil 
society.”

Martin Schulz welcomed the much-
needed EESC input into the EU deci-
sion-making process, underlining that 
“the good cooperation between the 
European Parliament and the EESC is of 
benefi t to all Europeans, as we, the rep-
resentatives of the people of Europe 
and of European civil society, are the 

eyes and ears of the EU, the only ones 
able to report on the practical implica-
tions of EU legislation on the ground.” 

On the critical issue of tax fraud and tax 
evasion, Mr Schulz said that “the coun-
try where profi t is made should be the 
country where tax is paid”, referring to 
the EESC opinion adopted at this ple-
nary on taxation. The EESC opinion, in 
line with the EP president’s statement, 
calls for greater economic policy coor-
dination in the European Semester 
that will help to “fi ght the recurring 
problem of harmful tax competition 
between Member States, notably by 
reducing and harmonising the range 
of diff erent taxes”, according to Carlos 
Trias Pintó, EESC rapporteur.

Calling for ambitious measures to pull 
Europe out of the crisis, Mr Schulz 
said “the crisis in Europe will only be 
over when the 25 million unemployed 
Europeans have found a sustainable 
job”. Mr Schulz pledged the “return 
of the “Community method”, with the 
European Parliament involved as co-
legislator” and, touching on the Com-
mission’s EUR 315 billion investment 
plan, he insisted: “we cannot leave 
mountains of debt to our children; we 
must invest in the future”.

In the debate which followed the 
three Group presidents, Mr Kraw-
czyk (Employers’Group), Mr Dassis 
(Workers’Group) and Mr Jahier (Various 
Interest Group) underlined the need 
to prioritise education, innovation, 
entrepreneurship for Europe and the 
shift to a sustainable economy in the 
Commission’s investment plan, as soli-
darity must underpin economic stabil-
ity. Many EESC members took the fl oor 
to welcome the European Parliament’s 
support for better regulation, and 
underlined the importance of the EP-
EESC Cooperation Agreement. (cad/
sg) ●

20 years in the EU: 
a lasting marriage worth celebrating
Time fl ies! Sweden, Finland and Austria joined the European Union 20 years ago

On 1 January 1995, three countries 
joined the European Union – Austria, 
Finland and Sweden – swelling the 
EU’s ranks from 12 to 15 members. 
Preparation for membership was not 
always smooth. Existing members 
worried that further enlargement 
would slow down wider EU integra-
tion, and the three countries had 
their own doubts. Would EU mem-
bership adversely aff ect their welfare 
systems? But the nervous nuptials 
developed into a lasting marriage, 
one which has boosted the prosper-
ity and security of the three countries 
and the EU as a whole. 

“We have free movement. We have 
the internal market. As a farmer, I have 
more coherent and stable policy,” says 
Staffan Nilsson, former president of 
the EESC and Swedish member of the 
Various Interests Group.

EU membership has 
helped Finnish compa-
nies to internationalise 
and the euro has pro-
vided economic stabil-
ity and growth, despite 
the current challenges, 
notes Filip Hamro-Drotz, 
a Finnish member of 
the Employers’ Group. 
“Joining the EU was, 
for Finland, above all a 
question of security and 
economy.” 

Membership enabled the three coun-
tries – at the time EEA members – to 
participate more actively in the shap-
ing of the EU. “With accession, Aus-
tria was fi nally able to take part in the 
European decision-making process,” 
says Oliver Roepke, an Austrian mem-
ber of the Workers’ Group.

Trade fl ow and socio-economic fun-
damentals, including social solidar-
ity and equality, were among the 

Martin Schulz, EP president speaking at the EESC 
December plenary session
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Priorities of the 
Latvian Presidency 
of the EU Council

During our Presi-
dency, we will focus on 
three main areas: a com-
petitive Europe, a digital 
Europe and an engaged 
Europe. 

A more competitive 
Europe means find-
ing the right balance 
between prudent fi scal 
governance and stimu-
lating growth. Unleash-
ing the potential of the 

Single Market is of key importance to achieve 
this objective. The six months of the Latvian 
Presidency will be dominated by discussions 
between Member States on how to shape the 
new investment policy for Europe, including 
the mobilisation of investment worth up to 
EUR 315 billion. 

As for digital Europe, we will work on the data 
protection package and on unlocking the 
opportunities of a single telecoms market. It 
is equally important to boost digital skills and 
to encourage dialogue on e-government for 
more inclusiveness and transparency in public 
administrations.

Our priority of an engaged Europe will aim to 
respond to the global challenges and instabil-
ity in Europe’s neighbouring regions. We will 
also support trade negotiations with the EU’s 
partners with a special focus on TTIP. Particular 
attention will be paid to the Eastern Partnership 
and the EU’s relations with Central Asia. 

It is our ambition to work hand in hand with 
the European Economic and Social Committee in 
delivering a better Europe. It is time to move on 
from words to deeds, and we take this respon-
sibility seriously. 

Ambassador Ilze Juhansone, Latvian Permanent 
Representative to the EU

A publication of the EESC’s contribution to the 
Latvian EU presidency can be found on www.
eesc.europa.eu  ●

Towards a more effective Europe 2020
The EESC held a high-level conference enti-

tled “Towards a more effective Europe 2020: 
civil society’s proposals for boosting social inclu-
sion and competitiveness in Europe’’ on 4 and 
5  December in Rome. This was an important 
occasion for civil society at large, policy makers 
and other opinion leaders to assess the strategy’s 
implementation and to discuss the state of play 
and the revision of the Europe 2020 strategy.

The event provided an excellent opportunity for a 
constructive, high-level debate on how the Europe 
2020 strategy for smart, sustainable, inclusive and 
job-intensive growth could be strengthened in 
ways that would boost the economy, employment 
and the general wellbeing of Europeans.

In Rome the EESC also presented its report 
on the revision of Europe 2020. The report 
includes specifi c recommendations and propos-
als addressed to EU decision makers. The EESC 
made the following key recommendations:

 ● For the EU to become more resilient, the 
revision of Europe 2020 should focus on 
re-launching competitiveness and social 
cohesion;

 ● Europe needs an ambitious plan for tan-
gible and intangible investments in infra-
structure, as well as social investment, 
aimed exclusively at restoring the EU’s 
competitiveness;

 ● It is essential that spending on this invest-
ment plan should not be included in the 

debt and defi cit calculations of the Member 
States;

 ● Funding for this investment plan could be 
provided through the involvement of the 
European Investment Bank, the issuing of 
specifi c European bonds, and the introduc-
tion of a fi nancial transaction tax;

 ● Member States should fi ght urgently and 
more eff ectively against corruption, tax eva-
sion and the hidden economy.

This report was sent to the Italian presidency of 
the Council of the European Union in view of the 
forthcoming Council meetings and EU summits 
on the topic. (js) ●

EUROMED Summit – the key role 
of economic and social players in economic 
and social development

Pedro Narro, President of the Euromed Follow-up Committee 
of the EESC at the Euromed Summit 2014 in Cyprus

Georgios Dassis, President of the Workers’ Group, Juan Mendoza Castro, EESC member, 
Renato Natale, Mayor of Casal di Principe and Umberto di Maggio, regional coordinator 
of the “Libera” association

The Euromed Summit 2014, held on 26 and 
27 November in Nicosia, concluded with a joint 
declaration of the participants. The main chap-
ters focus on the fi ght against poverty and social 
exclusion, in particular youth and female unem-
ployment, as well as prospects for economic and 
social organisations and future cooperation. 

The potential of the Mediterranean 
lies in its people 

Investment in sound education for all, support for 
young and women entrepreneurs in particular, 
and labour conditions that off er eff ective social 
protection are the main routes to a new climate 
of confi dence and cooperation that creates job 
opportunities and a decent future for young 
people in particular. Participants agreed that the 
region’s development, growth and competitive-
ness depend on making full use of its human 
capital at all levels and in all sectors of economic 
activity.

Organised civil society – the pillar on 
which democracy is built

Opening the summit, EESC president Henri 
Malosse stressed the vital role civil society organi-
sations have to play in policy-making: “Civil soci-
ety must pave the way for governments in off ering 
potential solutions to the challenges our societies 

are faced with”. It is therefore crucial that gov-
ernments in the region respect basic democratic 
principles and above all safeguard and promote 
economic and social organisations. 

Common challenges on both shores of 
the Mediterranean

New employment opportunities have to be 
tapped, for instance in rural areas in both tra-
ditional and emerging sectors, such as tourism, 
renewable energy and the environment. The 
European Commission and the Member States 
have to facilitate the tapping of this potential – 
the Mediterranean region must be given its due 
place in European policy. (sma) ●

Combating the criminal economy: 
extraordinary meeting of the Workers’ 
Group (GR II) (4/12/2014)

Taking stock of the explosion in criminal 
activities in times of economic crisis, the EESC’s 
Workers’ Group dedicated its December extraor-
dinary meeting to reviewing the measures and 
action needed at European level to fi ght the 
criminal economy and organised crime.

The fi rst-hand accounts of those engaged on 
a day-to-day basis in this combat brought to 
light a series of recommendations for practical 
action not only in the fi eld of politics and in the 
work of local associations, but also in music and 

entertainment. An overarch-
ing and societal approach 
for communities strangled 
by criminal business is more 
than a necessity, it has 
become an urgently needed 
response to an emergency. 

Chaired by Group president 
Georgios Dassis, the session 
featured the following speak-
ers: Renato Natale, mayor of 
Casal di Principe, who served 
on the province of Caserta’s 
“Don Diana” Committee 
to fight against the mafia; 
Daniele Sanzone, writer and 
musician, recipient of pres-
tigious awards for his work 

on “mafi a culture” and collaborator of writer 
Roberto Saviano; Claudio Metallo, fi lm director, 
producer of fi lms and documentaries on the 
illegal economy; Umberto di Maggio, regional 
coordinator of the “Libera” association, commit-
ted to promoting a culture of legality against 
the mafi a and coordinator of the “Libera Terra” 
project, involving land seized from the mafi a; 
and Juan Mendoza Castro, director of the Trade 
Union Institute for Development Cooperation 
(ISCOD-UGT) and EESC member. (cad) ●

opa.eu

Latvia takes over the six-month presidency of 
the European Union from Italy in January 2015. 
Under the motto ‘A competitive Europe, a digital 
Europe and an engaged Europe’, it has set three 
guiding principles for the presidency: involve-
ment of all stakeholders, which refl ects the EU’s 
own inclusiveness principle; growth, especially 
through knowledge; and sustainability, which are 
also EU objectives.

To ensure continuity, synergy and complemen-
tarity, Latvia’s presidential agenda is part of an 
18-month “Trio Presidency”. Latvia drew up its 
work programme in conjunction with the presi-
dencies of Italy (second half of 2014) and Luxem-
bourg (from July 2015).

Latvia will focus its eff orts on three priority areas 
for action: competitiveness and growth, the use of 
Europe’s digital potential to boost development, 
and strengthening the EU’s role as a global player.

Regarding the third priority, Latvia – which was once 
part of the Soviet Union – should be well-placed 
to help smooth over rising tensions and promote 
greater understanding between Russia and the EU.

The presidency also represents 
a prime opportunity for the 
small Baltic state of 2 mil-
lion people to raise its 
profi le. “As the presiding 
country, Latvia will be put 
on the political map for EU 
citizens and governments 
from outside the EU,” con-
cludes an assessment by 
TEPSA, a trans-European 
think tank. 

In practical terms, the 
Latvian presidency plans 
to host some 200 events, including the Eastern 
Partnership Summit, the fi fth edition of the Asia-
Europe Meeting (ASEM) of education ministers 
from the respective regions, and the Conference 
on European Standardisation. Some 1 500 meet-
ings will also take place in Brussels and Luxem-
bourg during those six months.

More information: http://www.es2015.lv/en/in-
english ●

ww.e

Latvia’s presidential ambitions
Mirroring the EU’s own priorities, inclusiveness, 
growth and sustainability are the watchwords for the upcoming 
Latvian presidency

considerations for Austria, Finland and Sweden 
during their accession. 

“It is crucially important that EU Member States 
prioritise safeguarding and improving trust and 
open, dynamic cooperation among themselves, 
as an ‘unhappy European family’ would para-
lyse its ability to play a role both internally and 
globally,” says Hamro-Drotz, who also believes 
the EU should pursue multi-speed integration 
through ‘enhanced cooperation’.

For Nilsson, the EU needs to tackle the euroscep-
tic current through honest public debate and 
clear communication of the benefi ts member-
ship brings. 

For Europe to truly meet the expectations of its 
citizens, Roepke calls for closer involvement of 
the social partners. “Hopefully, the new Euro-
pean Commission is determined to continue this 
way,” he concludes. ●

Ilze Juhansone, Latvian 
Permanent Representative 
to the EU

Logo for the Latvian 
presidency of the 
Council of the European 
Union; source: 
http://www.es2015.lv
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PLENARY SESSION 

IN A NUTSHELL
Civil society in Russia 
(rapporteur: Mall Hellam) 
With the situation as regards human rights and 
civil society in the Russian Federation deteriorat-
ing, ensuring that Russian and EU civil society can 
interact freely has never been more important. The 
EESC encourages dialogue, especially on human 
rights, with independent civil society organisations 
in Russia. 

Vote: adopted by 118 votes to 6, with 5 abstentions

European fi lm in the digital era 
(rapporteur: Anna Maria Darmanin) 
The EESC welcomes the Commission Communica-
tion on “European fi lm in the digital era – Bridging 
cultural diversity and competitiveness”. However, 
the Committee emphasises that a balance needs to 
be struck between the audio-visual sector’s value 
in a business and commercial sense and its value 
to Europe from a cultural heritage perspective. 
Financing is an area that needs to be examined; 
competitiveness must be sought, but not at the 
cost of the cultural dimension of fi lm in Europe. The 
EESC also stresses that the fast-changing environ-
ment created by the digital world means a multi-
tude of opportunities for the fi lm industry but is 
also a major challenge for the sector.

Vote: adopted 190 votes to 9, with 1 abstention

The circular economy in the EU: 
A zero waste programme for Europe 
(rapporteur: An Le Nouail Marlière) 
The Committee welcomes the Commission’s 
proposals to accelerate the economy’s transition 
to a more circular one. The Commission should 
continue to make legislative proposals for put-
ting an end to landfi lling with recyclable waste 
and for increasing recycling targets. However, the 
proposed steps are not inclusive enough, focus-
ing too much on waste policies while ignoring the 
huge potential of steps to reduce the consump-
tion of natural resources over the entire lifespan 
of products. 

Vote: adopted by 129 votes to 2, with 5 abstentions

The circular economy: job creation 
and the Green Action Plan for SMEs 
(rapporteur: Antonello Pezzini) 
The prospect of a European circular economy 
should bring a major boost to the systemic com-
petitiveness of the EU, a driver for growth and a 
generator of new green jobs and skills, providing 
it is based on a shared European strategic vision 
with active participation from the world of work, 
governments, employers and employees, con-
sumers and legislative and regulatory authorities 
at various levels.

Vote: adopted by 135 votes to 1 with 1 abstention

Completing EMU – The role of taxation 
policy (rapporteur: Carlos Trias Pintó, 
co-rapporteur: Petru Sorin Dandea) 

In this own-initiative opinion, the Committee calls 
for greater coordination of tax systems to ensure 
that EMU functions correctly. Better tax coordina-
tion in EMU may contribute to growth and job crea-
tion. Furthermore, cooperation and information 
exchange mechanisms must be strengthened in 
order to combat tax fraud and evasion.

Vote: adopted by 164  votes to 53, with 
11 abstentions

Regulatory Fitness and Performance 
Programme (REFIT) (rapporteur: Denis 
Meynent) 
The EESC voted on an opinion which calls for the 
REFIT Programme to be ambitious, simple and 
transparent. Given the latest impact assessments, 
the Committee stresses the need for an integrated 
and balanced analysis of the economic, social and 
environmental aspects of this programme. 

Vote: adopted by 136 votes to 2, with 4 abstentions
 ●

SOON IN THE EESC

The F Word: Images 
of Forgiveness

New Commission: “Your job is to create 
employment”, urges the EESC 
The Juncker Commission must prioritise job creation in its 2015 work programme to tackle 
unemployment and job fl ight, says the EESC

“The people of Europe are expecting a new 
lease of life for Europe, accompanied by action 
in response to their worries about unemploy-
ment, de-industrialisation and stalled growth, 
and in the fi ght against climate change,” the 
EESC told the European Commission presided 
by Jean-Claude Juncker.

In its contribution to the Commission’s 
2015  work programme, the EESC identified 
employment as the most overriding and 
urgent priority. In this respect, the Committee 
welcomed Mr Juncker’s proposal to establish 
a EUR 315  billion public-private investment 
plan to bolster job creation and growth. “Top 
priority under the investment plan should go 
to education and skills acquisition, innovation, 
entrepreneurship, the energy transition and the 
green economy,” it noted.

For Henri Malosse, EESC president, “there is 
an urgent need to mobilise the whole range 
of instruments at our disposal to bring about 
a return to competitiveness and sustainable 
growth. The economic and social union should 
no longer be just an empty expression and 
the internal market should be consolidated to 
enable Europe to retain its industrial leader-
ship. Global competition is fi erce but we must 
also put an end to the exacerbating forms of 
competition that exist within the European 
Union.”

The EESC also urged the Commission to fi nd 
ways to avoid red tape and to actively involve 
civil society in the EU’s decision-making pro-
cess. “Without consensus and participation, 
reforms do not stand a chance,” the document 
emphasised.

The EESC outlined specific proposals for the 
10 areas highlighted in the Commission’s work 
programme. For example, it recommended fi nd-
ing mechanisms to ensure that capital markets 
better serve the real economy, as well as devel-
oping an integrated and connected digital sin-
gle market.

For more information:

Commission’s 2015 work programme: http://
ec.europa.eu/priorities/work-programme/
index_en.htm 

EESC’s contribution to the Commission’s 
2015  work programme: http://www.eesc.
europa.eu/resources/docs/qe-06-14-108-en-
n.pdf ●

Cooperative banks: a model of fi nance for the real economy

 The European Economic and Social Com-
mittee (EESC), the International Confederation 
of Popular Banks (CIBP), the European Asso-
ciation of Co-operative Banks (EACB), UNICO 
Banking Group and the European Association 
of Craft, Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 
(UEAPME) organised a conference on cooper-
ative banks on 1 December 2014 in the Com-
mittee building. Martin Siecker, President of 
the Section for the Internal Market, Produc-
tion and Consumption at the EESC, shares his 
thoughts with EESC Info.

EESC info: What were the main 
conclusions from the conference on 
cooperative banks, co-organised by 
the EESC?

Martin Siecker: There were two main conclu-
sions from the conference: fi rst, a number of 
instruments have been put in place recently at 
EU level and they are yielding results; second, 
cooperation between the diff erent players is 
extremely important, since, as was said several 
times at the conference, together we can do 
better.

Why are cooperative banks 
important for fi nancing SMEs?

Popular and cooperative banks were originally 
created by SMEs and for that reason they pri-
oritise lending to the real economy, in particu-
lar SMEs and individuals, which are at the core 
of their business model. One in three SMEs in 
Europe is financed by a cooperative bank. 
Together they make up Europe’s economic 
fabric and can play a key role in re-starting 
local growth and employment.

Should the cooperative banks be 
subject to the same regulations as the 
rest of the banking sector?

Cooperative banks do not ask for special treat-
ment. However, it is important that the new 
regulatory environment does not discourage 
SME fi nancing. 

Why is it important for the EESC to 
support an ongoing dialogue between 
bankers, SME representatives and 
regulators, and to reconcile their 
views?

The EESC has always followed developments in 
the banking sector with interest, especially in con-
nection with the fi nancial crisis. At the same time, 
SMEs – the backbone of the EU economy – are of 
crucial importance to securing Europe’s economic 
recovery. But SMEs need money to grow. With 
banks in many EU countries reluctant to provide 
vital credit, other forms of innovative fi nancing 
are needed. One of these forms is cooperative 
banking. (sg) ●

The EESC and the climate negotiations

From 8  to 12  December, EESC members 
Ms Sirkeinen, Ms Caño Aguilar and Mr Ribbe 
took part in the 20th Conference of the Parties 
to the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (COP20) in Lima, Peru. On the fi rst day 
of their mission, the EESC and CoR members 
met the climate and energy commissioner, 
Miguel Arias Cañete.

The EESC believes that the climate nego-
tiations should result in a fair and binding 
agreement, applicable to all countries. While 
the final “Lima call for climate action” is at 
times unambitious (for example, no systematic 
review of emission reduction pledges will take 

place), it does recognise that all countries have 
a role to play in reducing emissions – accord-
ing to their national circumstances – and 
makes progress towards providing the Green 
Climate Fund with resources.

In addition to multiple bilateral meetings, 
the EESC organised two side events. The fi rst, 
in cooperation with the CoR, highlighted the 
opportunities opened up by civic renewable 
energy for local development. As the EESC has 
been claiming, achieving climate change goals 
requires favourable legal frameworks so civil 
society can become an active player in renew-
able energy generation. The second event, 
in cooperation with the Italian Presidency 
and the ILO, highlighted ways to strengthen 
the labour dimension in the future climate 
agreement.

Parallel to the offi  cial climate negotiations, 
COP20 included a major civil society and stake-
holder conference with hundreds of events on 
many practical aspects of climate change. The 
involvement of these actors is key because 
governments alone will be unable to tackle 
climate change: it will take collective and con-
certed action by authorities, civil society, busi-
nesses, communities, NGOs and individuals all 
over the globe. (fda) ●

The F Word: Images 
of Forgiveness is a 
thought-provoking 
collection of arresting 
images and personal 
narratives exploring 
forgiveness in the face 
of atrocity. The exhibi-
tion tells the stories of 
people whose lives 
have been shattered 
by violence, tragedy 

and injustice and who are learning to forgive, 
reconcile or move on. The exhibition is the 
brainchild of British journalists Marina Can-
tacuzino and photographer Brian Moody who 
have collected numerous accounts from the UK, 
South Africa, the USA, Northern Ireland, Israel 
and Palestine.

First launched in London in 2004, it has been 
displayed at over 300 venues worldwide. The 
exhibition will be open to the public at the EESC 
from 21 January to 4 February 2015. (ab/ms)
 ●

Opening of the Lima Climate Change Conference 
(COP 20); source: European Commission

doc

Martin Siecker, President of the Section for the Internal 
Market, Production and Consumption at the EESC
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The ECI: a tool on the rise
The EESC has the important task of being the bridge between civil society and the EU institu-

tions by supporting European Citizens’ Initiatives (ECI). The Citizens’ Initiative is an instrument that 
enables one million EU citizens, who are nationals of at least one quarter of the Member States, 
to call directly on the European Commission to propose a legal act in an area where the Member 
States have conferred powers on the EU level. It is therefore an important tool helping civil society 
to have an input into European policy-making. 

The EESC is now well placed to advise on the adjustments and changes needed for future policy. 
The Ad Hoc Group is currently reviewing the ECI process in an attempt to make it more accessible 

to citizens’ groups. It is looking to propose an ECI helpdesk, to be the mentor and facilitator for 
ECI networks and to support cooperation between EU institutions to create a genuinely inter-
institutional ECI support network. In this connection, on 10 December the European Ombudsman 
came to the EESC to present the conclusions of her own-initiative inquiry into ECI.

As Madi Sharma, member of the EESC Ad Hoc Group, points out, “The EU today faces the problem 
that citizens do not feel included in the activities of Brussels. The ECI is an important legal instru-
ment for EU citizens to speak up and propose legislation on topics they believe will strengthen the 
EU and support the changes that ‘The People’ want to see”. (ppm) ●

The innovative potential of European cities

IN SHORT

On 10  November  2014, the EESC 
held a conference entitled “Smart Cit-
ies – towards a European Economic 
Revival through Civic Innovation”. 
With more than 100 participants, the 
event brought together policy-makers, 
city leaders and representatives of civil 
society in a debate on the role of smart 
cities in the re-industrialisation of EU 
economies.

In his opening speech, EESC president 
Henri Malosse outlined the innova-
tive potential of European cities and 
emphasised that a smart city is a city 
where everyone plays their part. The 
Smart City agenda can only succeed if 
all civil society players are empowered 

to develop and deploy innovative solu-
tions and make smart cities a reality. This 
message reverberated across the three 
panel discussions, which aimed to iden-
tify the essential elements of a smart 
city and the role of new technologies 
in adapting our cities to become smart 
and sustainable environments. 

The event was closed by Daniela Ron-
dinelli, who said: “We need to adopt 
a citizen-centred smart city design 
which responds to real human needs 
and can resolve societal challenges 
through technology-based forms 
of participation and cooperation”. 
One of the key conclusions was that 
smart city projects need to scale up 
to industrial strength through inno-
vative cooperation models between 
business, city administrations and citi-
zens. This can be achieved by improv-
ing stakeholders’ digital competences 
and skills, helping urban start-ups to 
fl ourish and increasing investment in 
infrastructure through public-private 
partnerships. (ap)  ●

Household over-indebtedness

On 12 December 2014 the EESC hosted a conference on 
household over-indebtedness. Organised together with 
the European Consumer Debt Network and the European 
Financial Inclusion Network the conference brought 
together policy-makers, consumer organisations, repre-
sentatives of the fi nancial sector and academics who dis-
cussed measures to limit and deal with over-indebtedness.

The problem of household over-indebtedness has been 
on the EESC agenda for years. As the President of the Sec-
tion for the Single Market, Production and Consumption 
Martin Siecker pointed out in his opening speech, as early 
as 2000 the EESC was urging the European Commission 
and the Member States to take up action to fi ght over-

indebtedness in the EU. 14 years later it is obvious that not much has changed and the 
situation has actually become even worse.

Four diff erent panel discussions during the conference showed that various solutions 
are already available, but much still needs to be done. In its opinion on Consumer pro-
tection and over-indebtedness adopted earlier this year, the EESC reiterated the need 
for measures to be adopted at European level and once again expressed its support 
for the concept of “responsible credit”, which requires distributors and underwriters 
to use fair, ethical practices. (dz) ●

More info: http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.events-and-activities-
household-over-indebtedness

The EU and ME(dia) – Where do we go from here?

Civil Society Media Seminar in Milan from 27 to 28 November

On 12 December 2014, the EESC 
held a public hearing in Chania, Crete, 
entitled “Smart Islands – A model 
conductive to growth, employment 
and sustainable development”, in 
cooperation with INSULEUR and the 
Chania Chamber of Commerce, and 
in connection with the EESC own-
initiative opinion on the same subject 
whose rapporteur is Ms Darmanin.

In his opening speech, the EESC Presi-
dent, Henri Malosse, pointed out that 
islands within the European Union 
have been neglected by national and 
EU legislation, although they face 
specifi c barriers, in terms of grid con-
nectivity, transportation and internet 
connectivity. He emphasised the 
importance of a dialogue between 
people who live on islands and the 
EU Institutions, as the Union’s legisla-
tion has to be adapted accordingly. 

The most discussed proposals on 
how islands can enhance their own 

development potential came from 
Professor Godfrey Baldacchino. Prof. 
Baldacchino is an island studies’ 
specialist based at the University of 
Malta and President of ISISA (The 
International Small Islands Studies 
Association). He suggested a niche-
driven approach to the mature 
tourism sector, enabling small 
islands to branch out into distinct 

areas of specialisation within the 
tourism market. This is the case for 
medical tourism in Barbados, scuba 
diving tourism in Malta and hon-
eymoon tourism in the Maldives. 
Prof. Baldacchino concluded by 
stating that, in order to develop a 
small island economy, the decen-
tralisation of economic policies is a 
must. (lvg) ●

Smart Islands – A model conducive to growth, employment and sustainable development

Reine-Claude Mader, 
EESC member and rapporteur 
of the exploratory opinion 
on Consumer protection and 
appropriate treatment of 
over-indebtedness to prevent 
social exclusion

The 2014 EESC civil society media 
seminar – in cooperation with the 
European Broadcasting Union (EBU) – 
focused on The EU and ME(dia), putting 
informed citizenship within the EU and 
in neighbouring countries at the cen-
tre of the debate. The seminar at the 
Palazzo Reale – kindly provided by the 
City of Milan – was also attended by sev-
eral EESC members and chaired by EESC 
vice-president Hans-Joachim Wilms.

Nearly 150  participants took part in 
discussions on four panels, drawing on 
current challenges, media independ-
ence, the opportunities provided by 
social media and fi nally a review of the 
2014 EP election campaign.

Some of the findings were very 
interesting: 

 ● Despite millions of daily news 
items, on the EU and other issues, 
people still lack in-depth knowl-
edge of European aff airs. The EU’s 

positive impact is often neglected 
when reporting on national issues. 
The media play a key role in infor-
mation and interaction. Public 
broadcasters are still needed for 
stories about everyday life.

 ● The source of fi nancing has a direct 
infl uence on content. The seminar 
gave practical examples of the 
potential for using the media for 
manipulation, misinformation and 
propaganda. The independence of 

important, however, remains face-
to-face contact with the public.

 ● With regard to the EP elections, 
the television debate was an 
innovation and the decentralised 
approach worked.

For more see our web-page: http://
www.eesc.europa.eu/ under Events 
& Activities, and later our post-
event brochure, available in January 
2015. (sma) ●

the media and journalists is 
indispensable for informed 
citizenship.

 ● Citizens are confronted with 
a multitude of information 
sources. The EU institutions 
cannot leave social media 
content to the markets 
alone, but must provide 
input while asking “what 
can I give my followers?” 
Social media are an impor-
tant supplement; most 
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