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Europe without barriers: civil society involvement
CONCLUSIONS by Luca Jahier
The three sessions of today's meeting have been extremely rich in content and the discussions have
been well-structured. This is a broad area and it is not the first time it has been on the table; we must
be grateful to our Czech colleagues, as the discussions today represent considerable progress on issues
we had already started to address, particularly at the most recent meeting, held in Rome in November
2008.
Today's discussions concerned not just the European authorities, whose powers in these matters are
generally accepted as being very limited: they directly concern local and national authorities first and
foremost. The European authorities can play a key role as regards both exchange of good practice and
identifying potential areas for action and regulation. Despite the great national diversity which has
been referred to today – legislative, cultural and in terms of organisational development – it should be
noted that the similarities and areas of convergence are much greater, and that they also paint a picture
of a specific European situation in this field as compared to other areas of the world.
While in no way wishing to go back over the whole debate, I would like to draw four conclusions and
make one recommendation.
1.
Financing. This is the issue which was most discussed. It could, of course, be said that this is
a much more tangible subject than the abstract area of democratic participation. However, as we are
well aware, any social organisation's autonomy, potential for improvement and effectiveness and
capacity for innovation depend, rather than on existing funding, on its financing model, as, therefore,
does preservation of stable internal democracy, in other words procedures for deciding on priorities
for action and work related to genuine participation of members.
Moreover, the question of funding raises the need for a balance between three components: private
funding, donations or fundraising; public funds; and national tax systems. The matter calls for
reflection and solutions to be developed around the issues of whether the state should act as regulator
or supplier of funds; confidence, accountability and establishment of criteria for evaluating the social
impact of action; definition of standards and exchange of good practice; development of regulatory
systems; the need for long-term projection getting away from project-based annual funding, which
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-2can be used as a hold over an organisation; the relationship between continuous activity and repeated
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activity over time and the need for judicious innovation .
2.
The role of these organisations in the political process and their capacity to increase civic and
democratic participation. This question automatically raises the following issues: creativity of social
action; development of networks and networking; the need for a definitive, specific legislative
framework and for effective institutional partnership.
Civic participation can be developed in four ways, two of which are have now become more
customary and one of which is sometimes adopted at local level; the fourth is as yet almost nonexistent but could be a good specific, innovative cutting edge for developing widespread participatory
democracy.
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sectoral consultations on individual measures (very widespread practice at all levels, sometimes
even so frequent that consultations lose importance),
implementation of projects either commissioned by public authorities or in which they participate
through funding (although this is a predominantly utilitarian relationship, it often involves a
complex process of participation which goes beyond the purely managerial or administrative),
involvement in general policy discussion tables, in forms of participatory social action and/or
democracy – thus far only tried occasionally at local level or in some national sectoral
conferences,
being asked to participate as a key entity, together with other entities (experts, universities, public
authorities, social partners) in genuine processes of assessment of policy implementation, not just
to further the democratic debate but also to shape subsequent policy decisions.

In this context, it is right to ask what impact the economic crisis will have on the current development
and structuring process: will it act as a spur for more rapid growth in these areas, or will it precipitate
– not least because of the urgency of some decisions – sweeping streamlining and assimilation,
leaving those – few – large entities which are capable of fast, large-scale social responses, thus
weakening the participatory process across the board.
3.
Although this matter was not raised until late in the afternoon, a clear challenge in the field
of education was revealed. It was certainly linked to issues related to young people and to the danger
of young people going off the rails, but it also, in particular, included education in the practice of
democracy – a fragile commodity which should never be taken for granted, as is clear from the
recurring risks of populist, authoritarian watering-down of democracy in times of crisis. This role may
be among the most valuable of those played by civil society organisations as a whole, whether in
restoring confidence and social cohesion or, on a very practical note, in specific education in
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This is a reference to a certain practice used in many cases of funding for civil society organisations which is set in stone,
whereby funding is provided on an annual basis and requires innovation as a priority. Just as it is impossible to invent a glass of
milk or pasta every year, so it is not possible to invent each year how to educate young people or achieve social cohesion in a
region, which may have to cater for people who are dependent on care.
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question, which is the best possible training ground.
4.
Last but not least, the key point of representativeness was raised, seen here, too, as crucial if
we are to ensure proper, effective development of the participatory process rather than merely hide
away in a corner behind good practices and good intentions. Although there are a wide variety of
national legislative situations and the picture is a little unclear as regards the European institutions as
well, we must not forget that work has already started at the EESC. Two years of work resulted in
early 2006 in the adoption of a major own-initiative opinion on this issue (rapporteur: Jan Olsson),
which clearly painted a three-dimensional picture of the subject: the statutes and their implementation;
the organisational basis and the dimension of region-based membership; quality requirements. This
document, which is already very comprehensive, does not, of course, resolve everything but it is a
good starting point, given, not least, that it is not partisan in nature in that it was drawn up on the basis
of contributions from all the social and economic categories making up the EESC, including the social
economy, the various professions and interests, employers and trade unions.
Lastly, turning to the Recommendation, I would like to stress that we are faced with a complex, multifaceted process of major growth and transformation in all countries of the EU in sectors which have
various different names and structures (NGOs, the third sector, non-profit organisations, the social
economy etc.) but which have many similar features and dynamics.
Developing this area of civil society must not become, and must not be intended to be an exclusive
matter. As Minister Michael Kocáb clearly stated, this issue is related to the very heart of democracy:
building a people's Europe. At a time of crisis, he added, civil and democratic participation is not less
important; it is even more vital in order to ensure cohesion and a future.
It is therefore in everyone's interest to help make this growth as full as possible, giving it a more
coherent, robust organisational and institutional framework. On the one hand, therefore, these
associations and third-sector bodies must learn from the history and experience of different but nearby
sectors, be they businesses, agriculture, trade unions, cooperatives or the professions. On the other
hand, all these entities must be clearly called upon to work and develop together, harnessing the
specific assets of each body and sector. In this regard, the expertise of both the EESC's Group III and
the EESC as a whole are a remarkable, unique asset.
Thank you.

