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On 19 and 20 November 2015, the meeting of the presidents and secretaries-general of the economic and social councils (ESCs) of the EU Member States and of the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) took place at the Caro Hotel in Bucharest, organised jointly by the Romanian ESC and the EESC. The meeting focused on "The role and involvement of the European ESCs in combating poverty and social exclusion in the current period of economic and political crisis". It was attended by the EESC president, Georges Dassis, presidents, secretaries-general and representatives of the European ESCs, two state secretaries in the Romanian labour ministry, Alexandra Braica and Adrian Marius Dobre, and Elena Simina Tănăsescu, adviser to the president of Romania, Klaus Iohannis.

The meeting was opened on Thursday at 1 p.m. by the president of the Romanian ESC, Mr Costache. He began by expressing his solidarity with the families of the victims of the Paris bombings, and then spoke about the complex international situation which was undermining national and international economic systems and the social relationships and systems in the EU. Mr Costache highlighted a number of relevant issues, including the humanitarian crisis facing Europe which was challenging both European solidarity and Europe's solidarity with the rest of the world, rising wage disparities and unemployment, and the fact that being unemployed was becoming the precursor to social exclusion. Mr Costache concluded by calling for a constructive dialogue with everyone sharing the positive experiences of the ESCs they were representing with regard to measures implemented to combat poverty.
The EESC president in his turn condemned the bombings in Paris, saying that this had been an attack not just against France but against freedom of expression as well. Mr Dassis endorsed the choice of topic for the meeting, saying that this year, the EESC's civil society prize would be awarded to associations combating poverty. Mr Dassis said that Europe was caught in an economic and social crisis which was the result of the financial crisis which had begun in the US. The EESC president pointed out that it was essential that European ESCs agreed on how they could exercise a stronger influence at national and European level. 
Ms Braica, state secretary in the labour ministry, and Ms Tănăsescu, adviser to the president (who had passed on a message from the Romanian president, Mr Iohannis), stressed how important the ESCs were; they were not mere window-dressing, as they expressed their views through opinions which brought together the views of trade unions, employers' organisations and civil society. The Romanian ESC was thus promoting Romania's choices at EU level. ESCs were therefore a valuable resource for social dialogue and for strengthening participatory dialogue.
These opening comments were followed by presentations by European ESC representatives on situations, relevant to the topic under discussion, encountered in their countries, along with their ESCs' strategies and activities in this area. Mr O’Donnell, representing the Irish ESC, described the situation in his country and the policies adopted by the Irish ESC in this time of economic and political crisis. Mr O’Donnell said that the proportion of Irish people living in poverty and unable to afford items necessary for a decent standard of living had almost tripled in 2013 compared to 2008. The Irish ESC had tackled poverty and social exclusion in many of its opinions. These had been drawn up between 2009 and 2015 and focused on support and services for job seekers, the social aspects of the crisis and the Irish policy guaranteeing the right to housing.
Mr Bos, deputy secretary-general of the Dutch ESC, took a broader, European approach to poverty and social exclusion, pointing out that the EU's priority had to be minimalizing the effects of the economic crisis and reforming the labour market. Mr Bos said that we had to be aware of the fact that ESCs' objectives would sometimes clash with other policies. For instance, the instruments for promoting employment could clash with policies on high incomes. At any rate, the ESCs needed to encourage their governments to step up their efforts to coordinate their economic and social policies so that the European governments could better manage their interdependency.
With regard to the situation in Bulgaria, Ms Pirimova presented the problems arising from the increase in unemployment and social exclusion, particularly among young and highly-educated people. Like the other ESCs, between 2008 and 2010 the Bulgarian ESC had proposed strategies for social inclusion and emergency measures to combat poverty. The Bulgarian ESC had sought to identify poverty factors and its proposals had focused on very poorly paid jobs. Ms Pirimova said that people needed to be made aware, at national and European level, that combating poverty was closely tied to other key social objectives, such as maintaining a high standard of education and public health. Mr Costache, who was acting as moderator, added that measures against poverty, particularly in countries such as Bulgaria and Romania, included the fight against corruption, which could at least be substantially reduced if not eradicated, helping to close the gap between rich and poor. 
These comments then led on to discussions on the main topic. Mr Dulevski, president of the Bulgarian ESC, said that the problem of poverty was linked to other current, European-wide issues relating to solidarity and fairness. In his view, the brain drain was one of the most serious problems facing Bulgaria at present. Mr Dulevski was concerned that the poorer EU countries would soon pay the price of migration; this was already starting to bite, as there were no longer any doctors in some - particularly rural – areas in Bulgaria. Mr Dassis said that Europe needed small-scale policies proposing practical measures. He argued that some of the current problems were due to the fact that much of the existing capital was poorly invested and distributed – the EESC had called for fairer distribution of wealth across the EU. 

During the second session, Mr Doucin, diplomatic adviser to the French ESC, took the floor. He agreed that poverty was hitting young people and people in the professions particularly badly. He drew attention to the new and worrying issue of in-work poverty. The ESCs could work together to establish systems which could ring the alarm bell at national and European level. The ESC was particularly concerned with creating sustainable jobs in disadvantaged areas. As the representative of the French ESC, Mr Doucin said that he had faith that the European ESCs and their national governments could work together to roll out practical and less experimental economic and social measures.

Mr Pereira, president of the Portuguese ESC, also addressed the social and economic changes which his country had tested during the crisis. Until 2011, Portugal had drawn level with the European average in terms of poverty and social exclusion, but had lost ground since then. The Portuguese government had increased social welfare measures in recent years as otherwise the risk of poverty would have been even greater. Like the other European ESCs, the Portuguese ESC had endeavoured to warn the Portuguese government and to promote measures to combat poverty and to propose strategies for economic growth and productive job creation. For instance, the Portuguese ESC had produced an own-initiative opinion on demographic ageing, subsequent to which a guaranteed minimum income had been established in Portugal.
These comments then led on to discussions. Mr Vernicos, president of the Greek ESC, asked what ESCs could do to influence policy making. Mr Costache added that we were currently facing not only a social and economic crisis, but also environmental, food and cultural crises – the latter through terrorism. Mr Costache emphasised that at this juncture, politics could no longer afford to disregard the views of civil society. Romania had made progress on this point, as politics had given way to pressure from civil society with the change in government. Mr O’Donnell said that it had to be borne in mind that the methods through which ESCs influenced their governments varied from one state to another: some ESCs were almost fully independent of the government while others were set up by the government. Mr O’Donnell said that each ESC should identify how and where it could meet the government's needs, as this would boost the ESC's negotiating power.
The session on Friday 20 November began with comments from Mr Degroote, deputy secretary of the Belgian ESC, who said that in Belgium, from the outset of the economic crisis, pensioners had been the least affected, whereas single-parent households and young people (particularly those with a low level of education) had been hardest hit by poverty. Belgium had developed a series of programmes and departments to combat poverty, including the social integration department (a federal department set up in 2003 to guarantee decent living conditions for people living in poverty), the department combating poverty (which guarantees fundamental rights for people living in poverty) and the Belgian platform for combating poverty, set up in 2010 as part of the Europe 2020 strategy (a platform involving NGOs and the social partners). Belgium's national labour council and national economic council had rolled out a series of national and European measures for social inclusion, based on a minimum wage, high-risk groups, social welfare measures and an inclusive labour market.
Mr Kadečka, secretary-general of the Czech ESC, described the situation in his country. The unemployment rate there was 5%, and the level of poverty was low – perhaps the lowest in the EU – as was the level of social exclusion, largely due to the egalitarian nature of the Czech Republic's political system. The Czech ESC played an active role in negotiations between the social partners and the government. One point of interest was the adaptation to a new industry in the 21st century and the labour market's capacity for transformation. 

Mr Dobre, state secretary in the Romanian labour ministry, then took the floor. Like Mr Doucin, Mr Dobre drew attention to in-work poverty, a new phenomenon affecting Romania and Europe. The anti-wage policy implemented 25 years ago in Romania, intended to attract investors, had proven to be ineffective: it had delivered neither prosperity nor investments. Mr Dobre said that when framing new policies, it was crucial to remember that GDP was no longer an indicator of a healthy economy; quality of life, however, was. Romania allocated the lowest percentage of GDP to social protection, overlooking the fact that the money earmarked for social protection, education and health was not merely allocated – it was invested in sustainable development.
During the ensuing discussions, Mr Dulevski said that Mr Dobre's words also applied to Bulgaria, agreeing that low wages (part of a policy adopted by the less developed countries in the EU) turned against these countries as skilled workers simply emigrated.
During the second session on Friday, Ms Córdova, secretary-general of the Spanish ESC, described the overall economic and social situation of Spanish society, talking about the links between quality of life, social cohesion and the role of the state. Spain had high unemployment (21.18%), and unemployment was lower among women than men. One of the key issues facing Spanish society was long-term unemployment, which the Spanish ESC considered increased the danger of social exclusion for the unemployed. The effects of the crisis had shone a spotlight on the limitations of the social protection system, as well as its capacity to react. Each year, the Spanish ESC awarded a prize of EUR 40 000 for research, and this year it would go to research into poverty.
The Greek ESC then took the floor. Mr Vernicos, president of the Greek ESC, said that Europe was being torn between two priorities: firstly, a globally-competitive economy, and secondly, cooperation, social dialogue and transparency. The EU was accused of generating red-tape and disregarding the general public. In this context, the ESCs existed to defend pan-human values which should be the main point of reference when shaping economic policies. Mr Vernicos felt that we were increasingly faced with the concept that good governance, whether right- or left-wing, and an efficient economy needed investors and entrepreneurship.
The ensuring discussions were kicked off by the president of the Romanian ESC who stressed that, during the current crisis, European ESCs needed to cooperate more closely and be more involved in shaping economic policies in their countries, as united economic and social councils could be a strong force against politics. 

The EESC president concluded the discussions but first gave the floor to Mr Planas, secretary-general of the EESC, who took up the notion of cooperation among European ESCs voiced earlier by Mr Costache. He mentioned CESlink, the online community of EU ESCs, focusing on three points: CESlink, the database and the intranet. Plans had been made to overhaul the format and governance of the CESlink platform and database: one of the challenges was the language barrier, with each ESC using its mother tongue. The CESlink platform would concentrate on two topics: climate change and the fight against poverty. Mr Planas stressed the need for easy communication between the ESCs.
Mr Dassis then said that the speakers' comments gave an overview of what was going on in the EU Member States and of the ESCs' achievements. Summarising the comments made over the two days of the meeting, Mr Dassis said that all the ESC representatives present agreed that the fight against poverty had a number of dimensions and that investments were needed. The EESC had welcomed the proposal by Jean-Claude Juncker, president of the European Commission, to invest in job creation and boosting productivity – the EESC had proposed investing 2% of the European GDP. However, Mr Dassis pointed out that the talk about productivity could be a pitfall. The unlimited emphasis on the demand for productivity and competitiveness was not, he felt, a good thing, as this presupposed that people would live only for work. A priority for the EESC – which should be a priority for all European ESCs – was well-paid jobs. Mr Dassis said that two things were certain: the capital was available at EU level, and no one country could make reforms or channel this capital in the right directions.
It was therefore possible that cooperation between ESCs with a view to calling for European reforms was more important than pressure at national level with a view to obtaining social measures. Mr Dassis felt that the ESCs needed to agree on a common position regarding economic and social policies, which each ESC could then put to their parliament and government; in this way, the ESCs could exert pressure at both national and European level. Mr Dassis agreed with Mr Dobre that poverty must no longer be defined using GDP per capita, as other indicators were considerably more useful and realistic.
In conclusion, Mr Dassis congratulated Mr Costache, the Romanian ESC and the EESC staff on the successful organisation of the meeting, and added that it should be understood that the ESCs were neither opposition parties nor the voice of the government: their role was to encourage decision-makers when they made decisions beneficial for society and to criticise them when their decisions were not the most beneficial.
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