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European Economic and Social Committee

The President

President Sepi's Conclusions to the Conference

Everything to play for!

Let's climb out of this crisis together, and opt for progress!

Held at the EESC, Brussels, on Tuesday, 17 March 2009

This conference comes as part of a broader approach, the first step of which was a conference on the crisis on the financial markets on 22 and 23 January of this year. Today, we have taken this approach further with a conference on the real economy, looking at it from both the productive and social points of view. All these elements will be further developed and included in the Programme for Europe, which we will debate in April with the European parliamentary groups in the run-up to the elections. This will be followed by a series of national initiatives to illustrate the Programme and to draw electors' attention to the most important European issues for civil society. 
The conference was attended by the President of the European Commission, José Manuel Barroso, the Commissioner for Employment, social affairs and equal opportunities, Vladimír Špidla, and the Commissioner for Economic and monetary affairs, Joaquín Almunia, together with the presidents of many national Economic and Social Councils, and eminent representatives of organised civil society and leading thinkers.
Proposals
First and foremost among the issues discussed, a call emerged for steps to facilitate lending by the banks who – frightened by the lack of mutual trust – have slashed their credit lines to businesses. This could further jeopardise growth of production.

Governments have responded with a number of steps that could, however, distort competition between different countries. This is why European saving, both private and institutional, must be directed towards long-term investment. Independently of the methods for doing this – which is not up to us to decide – a mechanism capable of achieving this goal must be put securely in place at European level. The European Investment Bank or other bodies could subsequently marshal these resources, applying pre-established criteria.
Another key topic was how to stimulate demand, in both households and companies.

The national Economic and Social Councils reported on the various intelligent and creative steps that had been taken in individual countries. Examples included supporting the most disadvantaged households, assisting families with young children and other social support measures which unarguably uphold economic activity during the present crisis of confidence.

Trust has become an economic category, but basically remains a question of general agreement based on the messages we receive. In this regard, the overwhelming perception of the crisis is strongly negative. That is why the political and economic establishment must send out clear messages such as, for instance, an official declaration that reflects an unambiguous commitment to solidarity among all European countries.

Employment
A range of Member State proposals were put forward during the debate. Firstly, the need to curb rising unemployment was highlighted, on the back of a recovery that should come as soon as possible. Secondly, a clear demand was voiced to avoid spreading responsibilities and structures too thinly and too widely, as this could damage economic recovery once the recession phase was over. All this pointed to the need to devise ways to preserve the workforce in the industrial and service sectors. A lack of coordination was indeed leading to a breakdown of the mechanisms and relations that are sometimes essential for company competitiveness.

This made it clear that instruments such as solidarity contracts linked to forms of vocational training, to be applied in the context of reduced working hours, need to be brought back into operation.

Tax or financial incentives for such negotiations might also be envisaged. The main aim of these measures should be to safeguard social capital – a key component of European competitiveness.
European measures
The social crisis is set to worsen in the autumn, when automatic stabilisers will be less effective in countering the recession. This means that new instruments must be prepared now to dilute the impact of the crisis. The European Commission could further boost the resources available to the European Social Fund and the Globalisation Adjustment Fund: unspent amounts from other Community policies could be channelled to them. In this regard, a clear need emerged to simplify the administrative procedures involved in using these funds.
For our part, as the European Economic and Social Committee, we shall continue to monitor the situation carefully, and we are planning a series of initiatives in the autumn that, under the Programme for Europe banner, will harness our ability to devise consensual solutions and our close awareness of economic and social issues. We shall remain in close contact with the national Economic and Social Councils in order to help the European institutions as best we can, in keeping with the Treaty.
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