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1. THANKS 
 Dear Colleagues, 

 
First of all, I should like to thank you most warmly for your many 
messages of congratulation and support at the time of my election 
in October and afterwards.  And for the many valuable 
contributions which, despite severe time pressure, it has been 
possible to incorporate into the work programme that I would like 
to discuss with you here today. 
 

Cooperation I know that I can continue to count on this positive spirit of 
cooperation in the future.  And that makes it easy for me to take on 
the great responsibility of this office. 
 
Even in these first few weeks, the practice of assigning specific 
functions to the vice presidents has proved its worth, so that my 
two friends, Roger Briesch and Dimitrios Dimitriadis, will be there 
to assist me as members of the team. 
 

Continuity The work programme that I would like to present to you today 
cannot claim to be comprehensive.  There may be a need for 
additional action in specific areas.  And, on the other hand there are 
areas which are of key importance to the Committee which are not 
necessarily mentioned there.  I might mention a few examples, such 
as competitiveness and growth, combating poverty and 
marginalisation, economic, territorial and social cohesion and the 
effects of demographic change. 
 

Key objectives But I do consider it important to define a number of key objectives 
clearly.  And so I should like to list briefly some objectives which I 
hope that we can achieve together by 2006: 
 
• Enhancing the Committee's credibility through selectivity 

and forward studies and opinions 
 
• Ensuring that the Committee is a key player in the 

Communicating Europe campaign 
 
• Raising the Committee's external profile through appropriate 

publicity and by enhancing the role of its members 
 
• Ensuring that the Committee carries out its work with the 

greatest possible transparency; i.e. its strategies and tactical 
measures should be clearly recognisable and readily 
understood 

 
• Defining the members' statute in a way which stresses 

individual members' worth and political responsibility 
 
• Enhancing, by means of these initiatives, the recognition of 

the Committee, and the positive reception and impact of its 
work. 
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 • Ensuring that the Committee is assigned its proper role as 

institutional partner in the civil dialogue, and that it can 
perform this function to the full, using generally agreed 
procedures and structures; making the Committee the 
institutional guarantor of participatory democracy. 

 
Thematic areas of the work 
programme 

Our programme can be broken down into two major thematic areas: 
 
1) The resources we use in our work, which in turn break down 

into: 
a) our internal methods and 
b) our partnerships outside the institution 

2) Content: 
a) subjects referred to us 
b) priorities we set ourselves.  

 
 

* 
 

*          * 
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2. INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS AND WORKING 
METHODS 

 
 

 
Let me begin at home.  
 
Our Committee, which now has 95 new members, also has a brand-
new building.  I think that we can be really proud of the way in 
which we have together coped with these two challenges.  But 
radical changes of this kind always require fine-tuning, for example 
in connection with the language problem.  I do not therefore wish 
to go into these self-evident matters here. 
 
And yet the efficiency of our work in general and its external 
impact can be further improved. 
 
The secretariat's excellent development plan contains a number of 
additional areas for action which we will need to tackle resolutely. 
 

2.1 Transparency and 
communications 

Thus, the flow of information between secretariat, groups, sections 
and members can and must be increased and accelerated.  This 
applies both to the clarity of information and its active 
dissemination: 
 
If we improve transparency and communication, we will also 
improve the flow of decisions. 
 
In my inaugural speech I used the phrase "open method of 
cooperation." 
 

Electronic media - weblogs The electronic media can also be used still more effectively to 
provide members with clear and manageable information on 
administrative decisions and procedures. 
 
I am thinking, for example, of the greater use of weblogs, to which 
users can also contribute. 
 
This approach can be extended. It seems to me that it could be used 
for electronic discussions outside meetings. 
 

EMAS certification I should like to place particular stress on one measure for greater 
external transparency and credibility: we should at the earliest 
opportunity carry out an eco-audit of our own building and obtain 
EMAS certif ication of its environmental soundness.  It would send 
out a significant signal if we were to be the first European 
institution to obtain this form of registration. 
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2.2 In-house working 
methods 

 

And that brings me to the Committee's in-house working methods. 
 

2.2.1 Selectivity and use of 
resources 

The call for greater selectivity in the Committee's work is nothing 
new.  The Bureau adopted decisions on improving working 
methods in October 2001 and July 2002.  And in 2002 specific 
criteria were laid down for own-initiative opinions. 
 

Inadequate application of 
principles adopted 

In practice, however, these documents have not been rigorously 
applied.  This is unfortunately also true of the "Cardiff rules" on the 
maximum length of opinions. 
 

 This has to change, for two reasons: 
 
Enlargement 

 
1. The increase in the Committee's membership to 317 is not only a 
quantitative but also a qualitative jump.  We will be able to cope 
with the resulting demands on resources only by exercising greater 
self-discipline. 
 

Communication strategy 2. The strategy drawn up by the communication group requires us 
to focus on priority areas. 
 
A narrower range of subjects will not, however, mean less work, as 
this will make it possible to work more intensively on the 
remaining priority areas. 
 

Report of the working group The interim report of the working group contains a series of very 
specific proposals for internal action. 
 

2.2.2 Political role of the 
decision-making bodies 

 

The political role of the horizontal decision-making bodies needs to 
be more visible. 

Bureau I have therefore suggested that time be allowed at Bureau meetings 
for general discussion of policy. 
 

Plenary session At plenary sessions too we need time for debates on important 
issues which will help us to determine the strategic direction of our 
work.  I believe that the plenary session, as the broadest platform 
and supreme body of our Committee, should be tuned in to a 
greater extent to current discussions in the other institutions or even 
be in a position to influence these. 
 

2.2.3 Phases outside the 
legislative process 

We should also think about continuing to extend the Committee's 
work to the up- and down-stream phases of the legislative process, 
in particular assessing the impact of Commission proposals and 
monitoring the implementation of legal acts.  Because this is an 
area where we can add value. 
 

 
 

* 
 

*          * 
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3. RELATIONS WITH OTHER INSTITUTIONS AND 

STRATEGIC PARTNERS 
  

Having thus considered internal Committee developments, I should 
now  look at our relations with outside partners. 
 

3.1 EU institutions In October, I announced my intention of using the start of my 
presidency in particular to pursue dialogue with the key players in 
the European institutions, virtually all of whom have only recently 
taken up their positions.  
 
Most of all, I would like to see the Committee take a proactive role 
by issuing exploratory opinions and becoming involved at an early 
state in the interinstitutional work programme. 
 

3.1.1 European Commission Despite the delay in the Commission taking office, a number of 
contacts have already been made – not least with Commission 
president, Mr Barroso and with Ms Wallström and Ms Ferrero-
Waldner. 
 

Cooperation agreement Work is proceeding apace on the new cooperation agreement with 
the European Commission. This new agreement will further deepen 
working relations with the Commission and strengthen 
interinstitutional contacts. 
 

3.1.2 European Parliament Contact has also already been established with the new European 
Parliament president, Mr Borrell.  
 
I also intend to seek regular talks with the chairs of the political 
groups and other key players. 
 

3.1.3 EU Council Rather than to seek a comprehensive cooperation agreement with 
the Council, it seems more worthwhile to try to work together 
pragmatically on individual issues.  
 

Presidency contacts For instance, our regular contacts with the various Council 
presidencies are clearly bearing fruit, as witnessed by the growing 
number of referrals for exploratory opinions.  
 

Other ways forward Another way forward would be to broaden contacts with the 
permanent representations in general and to establish more regular 
dialogue with the Council secretariat.  
 

3.2 Strategic partners 
 

 

3.2.1 National economic and 
social councils 

The Committee also cooperates closely with the network of 
national economic and social councils. 
 
I would mention two examples: 
 

Lisbon − cooperation on the Lisbon strategy in the run-up to the 2005 
spring summit; and 
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Communicating Europe − the Communicating Europe project, on which a decision in 

principle was taken in Luxembourg in November. 
 

3.2.2 European social 
partners 

As announced, I have begun to step up contacts with the European 
social partners. The scope for cooperation that clearly exists on this 
front may possibly be better harnessed by distinguishing even more 
clearly between our respective fields of interest. I am thinking in 
particular of making the clearest possible distinction between the 
terms social and civil dialogue. 
 

3.2.3 European civil society 
organisations 

In many key areas, civil society is represented at Community level 
by highly skilled organisations and networks. Many of these 
organisations have a wealth of political experience and 
considerable expertise. Some also have excellent contacts to the 
bodies taking the political decisions.  Here too, it is vital in the first 
instance to find pragmatic ways of working together. Personally, I 
believe in the value of cooperation of this kind as it enables us to 
free up potential synergies that can then work for the benefit of the 
Community. 
 

 
 
 
3.3 Other partnerships 

There are many other potential areas of cooperation that should be 
built on. 
 
Let me mention just two examples: 
 

Committee of the Regions During my term of office, the cooperation agreement with the 
Committee of the Regions will be up for renegotiation. At a 
technical level, friction often arises because of rivalry about access 
to joint resources. 
 
At a political level, a policy of seeking to make small advances on 
specific issues appears to be advisable. Invitations to each other's 
plenary sessions is a case in point, as is cooperation in individual 
instances on key topics of joint interest. There should be enough 
overlapping interests to form a basis here. 
 

EU agencies In key areas of the Committee's work, we shall also continue to 
extend cooperation with the specialised agencies.  
 

Stakeholders Stakeholder involvement in this process is often a welcome 
approach.  

 
 

* 
 

*          * 
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4. CHALLENGES AND PRIORITIES 
  

In my inaugural speech, I already highlighted some of the priorities 
for our work as a Committee that will be set for us from outside, as 
the new challenges facing the European Union will also be a factor 
shaping the EESC agenda.  
 

4.1 Lisbon strategy In the first place, I would mention the Lisbon strategy.  
 
This will, I feel, be a key area of EESC activity in many respects 
during my term of office. To begin with, I intend to press ahead 
with the ongoing work. 
 

Three-pronged strategy The three-pronged Lisbon strategy – combining economic, social 
and environmental aspects with particular emphasis on 
sustainability – offers a very specific vision for the future of 
European society. It also acquires additional momentum from the 
fact that is knowledge-based. 
 

Involving civil society That the Lisbon strategy has so far failed to live up to the ambitious 
expectations is largely due to the arrant neglect of one key area, 
namely conveying what is involved to the players on the ground 
and involving civil society through their representative institutions 
and organisations.  
 
The challenge facing the Committee is to coordinate its approach 
and work together with the social partners and the appropriate 
European NGOs and present and implement a "rescue plan". 
 

4.2 Communicating 
Europe 

If civil society is to become involved in European affairs, then it is 
vital to get it interested in what is actually going on.  
 

Generating interest Broad sections of European society feel excluded from – and thus 
take little interest in – the decision-making processes that 
nonetheless shape their daily lives in no small measure. 
 
If the Committee is to take its role as the institutional partner of 
organised civil society seriously, then it must play a part in 
informing and motivating the public – a task deemed a priority by 
both the Commission and the Council presidency.  
 

Initial approaches Action is now urgent, and it is vital to do whatever is necessary to 
bring home to people just what is at stake. The outcome of the 
ratification processes – whether decided by parliament or by 
referendum – will determine whether the Europe of the future will 
be more effective, transparent and democratic in its work, or 
whether it will have to make do with a legal basis that fails to 
reflect the exigencies of enlargement.  
 

Long-term project The constitutional treaty, however, should, first and foremost, be 
the trigger for such a campaign – not its objective. The campaign 
should, in my view, carry on even after the individual ratification 
processes have been completed. It must therefore be conceived as a 
long-term project.  
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Mix and match Various courses of action are open to us here, and these can be 
combined as necessary on a "mix and match" basis. 
 

Members * It is we ourselves – the members – who are in charge of the most 
important of these courses of action, as we have direct access to 
civil society in the 25 Member States. After all, conveying 
"Europe" properly to the public can only be done within an 
environment people feel they can trust. 
 

Organisations * Our 300 or so national organisations and their networks provide a 
broad base for initiatives directed towards specific target groups. 
 

Cross-border initiatives * Cross-border partnerships in which national economic and social 
councils are also involved, give us further scope for action.  
 

Communication strategy Let us use this scope for action, as set out in the strategy put 
forward by the communications group chaired by Roger Briesch.  
 

4.3 Financial perspective 
and cohesion 

- The 2007-2013 financial perspective, 
- the new own-resources system, 
- the fundamental revamping of Community cohesion policy 

and 
- the reform – already in place – of the common agricultural 

policy 
 
are, politically, a highly explosive package of measures that will 
clearly have a long-term impact on people living in the various 
regions.  
 
The Committee thus has a special role to play in forming European 
opinion. 
 

4.4 External policy We also face new challenges beyond the new EU borders.  
 
4.4.1 Candidate countries 

 
Candidate countries are waiting to join the EU. The EESC will 
draw on the experience gained from its successful dialogue with 
organised civil society from the new Member States. 
 
EESC members from the ten countries that recently joined the 
Union are particularly in demand here.  Their experience of having 
engaged in dialogue from the "other side" of the table is still fresh 
in their minds. As a result, they are particularly well placed to 
assess what the relevant players need to know and to shape the 
information we provide accordingly.  
 
Here too, it will again be important to involve candidate country 
representatives in the Committee's work at an early stage. 
 

4.4.2 Neighbourhood policy EU enlargement has given us new neighbours. The Commission 
was right to send out a clear signal on this front by specifically 
mentioning neighbourhood policy in the portfolio of the Austrian 
commissioner. I feel that this too is a new priority for the EESC.  
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Eastern neighbours The Committee has a duty to play its part, not least in an area of 

such political sensitivity, in building up and strengthening 
organised civil society in the EU's new neighbouring countries.  
 

Euromed Our neighbours to the south remain another priority – hence our 
work with Euromed.  
 
For the next summit, we intend to make a substantive submission 
on civil society involvement.  
 
Our efforts to get Palestinian and Israeli civil society 
representatives back round the table – and thus to play a part in the 
peace process as well – also stand a good chance of success. 
 

The Balkans Contacts with civil society representatives from the Balkans are 
also to be stepped up, and a contact group is already in place for 
that purpose. 
 

4.4.3 Europe in the world The enlarged Union will have to place its political and economic 
activities much more than in the past in a worldwide context.  The 
draft constitution recognises this by providing a new formal 
framework for external relations. 
 

WTO 
 

Our work will also focus on involving civil society more closely in 
matters that come under the World Trade Organisation. The main 
priority is to continue to monitor negotiations in conjunction with 
economic and social councils and other civil society partners from 
the different regions of the world. 
 

New fields of international 
cooperation 

New fie lds of international cooperation also include, in my view, 
building up and expanding our partnerships with the Association of 
Economic and Social Councils and Similar Institutions (AICESIS) 
and organisations such as the United Nations' ECOSOC, the 
OECD, the ILO, the Council of Europe and the OSCE. 
 

EU-India Round Table We shall of course be working to build on our successes in 
relations with areas outside the EU, as in the case of the EU-India 
Round Table. 
 

Latin America We particularly want to expand our Latin American activities and 
to be more proactive in the region during the run-up to the various 
summits. We are already in touch with the Commission about 
preparations for the 2006 Vienna summit.  
 

ACP We shall be continuing our traditional work on the Cotonou 
agreement. 
 

China China is another key priority. During my term of office, I shall be 
working to secure a mandate for setting up a round table modelled 
on the one for India. 
 

 
* 
 

*          * 
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5. EUROPEAN VALUES AND OBJECTIVES: KEY TOPICS 

FOR THE FUTURE 
 
Debating the future – the search 
for an identity 

So much for the challenges "from outside". True to  the principle of 
selectivity referred to at the outset we should, however, also set our 
own priorities. The unifying factor here is still in my opinion the 
debate about the future of Europe and European identity.  
 

Civil society: living in 
accordance with shared values 

A key role in this search for an identity is played by organised civil 
society. For within its familiar confines shared values are not only 
discussed but also applied as part of life. In accordance with our 
Committee's definition of culture, this  dialogue about values and 
the application of shared values in life are also part of a formative 
cultural process. 
 

The European public This process can also help in the formation of an identity at 
European level.  
 
However, according to Jürgen Habermas, such a process can only 
be successful if it is supported by an active European civil society 
and is played out in the European public arena. There are European 
civil society players who are committed and work constructively, 
but – as yet – there is no such thing as a European public. 
 

5.1 Constitution – civil 
dialogue 

For that reason too, the draft constitution makes provision for civil 
dialogue at European level.  
 

Participatory democracy Representative democracy – the traditional model - has thus been 
bolstered by participatory democracy.  
 

Right of initiative A right of initiative for the general public at European level is 
another innovation to be found in the constitutional text. 
 

Action by civil society at 
European level 

Organised civil society is now being called on to instil this text 
with life and make it a living reality. 
 

EESC as bridge Thus our Committee is required more than ever to put its picture of 
itself as a "bridge for civil society" to the test. At the same time it is 
also ideally suited, however, to provide major support in helping to 
promote and structure civil dialogue at European level.  
 

Liaison group The liaison group on organised European civil society set up by my 
predecessor Roger Briesch will assume a key role in this area in 
particular, and  I personally hope that joint innovative action will 
be given a major boost by this structured cooperation. 
 

Concrete issues Related issues such as the representativeness of civil society 
organisations will keep us occupied in the next two years.  
European NGOs' funding and "enabling environment"  should also 
be topics for discussion. 
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5.2 European economic 

and social model  
 

I spoke previously about a European model of society in 
connection with the Lisbon strategy, and the Kok Group's report 
also talks about a "European economic and social model". 
 

Definition of the model Nonetheless the question arises as to how this model is defined. 
 
Some aspects of this question have already been addressed by the 
Committee in a number of opinions. The next step now must be to 
map out a coherent model on this basis and shape it for the future. 
 

Globalisation as a challenge The greatest challenge in this context is: How can we preserve and 
strengthen a European model of society in the global context?  
 
The European model of society will also have to stand the 
globalisation test and develop further. "Global governance" will 
therefore continue to be echoed as a motto in the work of our 
Committee. 
 

Related topics The tension created in the internal market by the power struggle 
between free competition, consumer protection and market 
regulation is also part of this issue.  
 
In a wider context, the discussion on the European economic and 
social model also embraces regional and rural development, 
transport networks and metropolitan areas, as mentioned 
previously. The future framework for living in civil society and 
civil society action will be shaped in particular by fundamental 
decisions in these areas.   
 

5.3 Sustainability The close link between the Lisbon strategy and the sustainability 
strategy is highlighted time and again, and rightly so. I think it is 
important, nonetheless, to define these two strategies separately. 
 

Differentiation from the Lisbon 
strategy 

The Lisbon strategy is a political blueprint with a fixed timeframe 
which incorporates essential European values and objectives. 
 

Generations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Peoples and cultures 

The sustainability strategy or better still the sustainability principle 
provides added value Europe-wide in the form of an objective, 
which is to preserve the resources in the world today for future 
generations. 
 
Thus, sustainability may be regarded as an intergenerational pact 
which is committed to fairness between generations. 
 
At the same time the sustainability principle is a solidarity pact 
between the peoples and cultures of our planet. 
 
Our Committee has demonstrated its expertise in this area in the 
work of all its specialist sections, and I will give my personal 
support to all relevant initiatives. 
 

5.4 Culture As long ago as 1999 we agreed that culture as we understand it is 
also means a belief in shared values. It is thus the  maxim guiding 
all civil society players' actions, regardless of where they come 
from, where they live and what objectives they pursue. 
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Shared  values as identification 
aids 

We live today in an enlarged Europe which must face the global 
challenge. We therefore need appropriate aids to identify ourselves 
as Europeans without relinquishing our identity in the immediate 
surroundings in which we live. However, Europe's citizens will not 
be made into Europeans by rational arguments – they must also be 
motivated emotionally: they must want to make an active 
contribution to this process and be able to feel the personal benefit. 
 

Culture as a process The definition of culture as a process, as a form of shared thinking 
and acting which pervades our everyday lives provides us with the 
basis for this. Participating in culture in every form creates social 
realities – and in this way also plays an essential role in social 
cohesion.  
 

"Software of the mind" In this context I think it is worth noting the Dutch anthropologist 
and sociologist Geert Hofstede's definition of culture as "software 
of the mind" He describes culture as the programming of the mind 
which distinguishes the members of a particular community. 
"Culture shock" is then the reaction of the mind to unknown 
software. 
 

Culture as a "leitmotiv" Culture in this meaning seems to me to be a suitable leitmotiv for 
our manifold activities within the framework of our statutory and 
contractual duties and obligations: for if organised civil society is 
to be integrated as fully as possible  into the European sphere of 
action, it is necessary for  the hardware and all the different forms 
of software to be compatible. This is the reward to be gained by 
working to achieve this. 
 

The EU's cultural dimension Allow me in finishing to mention a remark made by Commission 
President Barroso, which seems to me to bode well for our 
cooperation with the Commission. In a speech at the end of 
November calling on the Member States to reform in order to make 
Europe more competitive, he declared that the European Union had 
reached a point in its history where the cultural dimension could no 
longer be ignored. 

 
 

* 
 

*          * 
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6. ASSEMBLING THE BUILDING BLOCKS MAKING UP 

EUROPE'S FUTURE 
 
6.1 Interlinking of 

priorities 
Each of the aforementioned priorities – whether they have been 
fixed externally or point to the future  – will be dealt with in a large 
number of separate initiatives. The Committee's daily business 
leaves us with no other choice. However, I would like to attempt to 
bring all the priorities toge ther to form a coherent whole. 
 

Future topics Lisbon, territorial and social cohesion, transport, European 
constitution, European citizenship and identity, European economic 
and social model, globalisation, sustainability, culture – all of these 
topics will shape our future. I am absolutely certain that the vast 
debate on this future is only just beginning with the constitutional 
treaty. 
 

Values – the building blocks 
creating an identity 

All of these topics are therefore to be seen in relation to the shared 
values which are the hallmark of a society – in our case European 
society. I spoke previously about these values being the building 
blocks creating a European identity. 
 

6.2 Conference I would therefore like our biennial conference which is traditionally 
held to discuss a topic with implications for the future, to be given 
the overarching title "European values – European society – 
European identity", the aim being to take full stock of the debate on 
Europe's future. 
 

6.3 Preparatory colloquia In preparation for this conference I would like to organise a 
colloquium at the Committee on each of the aforementioned 
priorities – in conjunction with outside partners from, inter alia, the 
world of academia.  
 
The conclusions will be set out in a series of documents, which will 
serve as reference material for the final conference and the debate 
on Europe's future. 
 

6.4 Regular discussion I would also like to institute a regular civil society discussion in 
plenary weeks to debate individual points in more detail. 
 

6.5 Civil society prize Finally, the Committee will award a "civil society prize" for special 
achievements in aid of civil society. Initially, these could take the 
form of theoretical contributions or practical ideas for action. 
Special importance will also be attached to the composition of the 
special jury. 
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6.6 Cultural initiatives And – last but not least – our new premises also provide the ideal 
setting to act as a European cultural forum. More initiatives should 
be taken within the Committee to use our building for, for example, 
theme evenings organised by individual Member States, as well as 
concerts, exhibitions and the like.  
 
I welcome the fact that Greece has also taken up this suggestion for 
the February plenary and will be launching the first such initiative 
next year.  

 
 

* 
 

*          * 
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7. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
 Dear colleagues, 

 
In my speech I have touched on a large number of points ranging 
from our objectives and the instruments available to us right 
through to the subjects which will keep us occupied.  
 
All these points are interrelated: we will achieve a higher profile 
and more influence if we are both efficient and representative, but 
above all if we deal with topics which directly concern and 
preoccupy organised civil society in Europe. 
 
The priorities listed are capable of achieving this aim, for they 
focus on the future.   
 
Allow me to end by quoting a fellow countryman, the Austrian 
author and unwilling citizen of the world Joseph Roth:  
 
"There is still – even today – a longing, a homesickness for 
European solidarity, for solidarity with European culture". 
 
This is a quotation from 1934 which had a – at the time fully 
justified – pessimistic undertone. 
 
Seventy years later this remark is still valid, but looking at the 
achievements thus far in unifying Europe we can confidently 
endow it with an optimistic undertone: 
 
For this longing for European solidarity has brought us a long way. 
And with our work we can and want to make a decisive 
contribution to the steps to be taken next.  
 
With your support, which I would kindly ask you to give, we will 
succeed, and I look forward to working together with you. 
 

 
_____________ 

 
 


