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Distinguished ladies and gentlemen,

Dear colleagues and friends,

I feel very honoured indeed to be part of today’s panel on “Civil Society and Regional Cooperation” and thus have the great opportunity to share some thoughts and experiences with so many social policy and social work experts from all over the world.

In the first plenary on Monday we have been fascinated by the remarkable presentations on “The Social Consequences of Globalisation”. In this session Bob Deacon has argued that the answer to the dilemma of how to reconcile universalism with diversity could be found, in terms of reform of global social governance, in the concept of regionalism with a social dimension.

I would like to pick up on this and approach the issue of social justice and social progress in the framework of regional cooperation by demonstrating, through concrete experience, the indispensable role of European social NGOs in the development of the European Union.

But let me first start with a couple of general reflections on fundamental and most significant changes in the area of international relations and policy-making. They are, in fact, relatively simple ones.

· As capital, goods, services and people have become ever amore mobile and move increasingly around the world, the congruency of political, economic and social spaces disappears.

· This results in a very significant erosion of internal and external sovereignty of the classic Nation State.

· The scope of the influence of the Nation State based on its autonomous decisions and regulations does not longer correspond with the real scope of action in various fields of policy making.

· The old dialectic “conflict versus cooperation” across frontiers is increasingly replaced by an new dialectic “growing interrelationship and supranational interaction” with disappearance of frontiers – or at least of their significance.

· This leads to new institutional frameworks for trans-national or supra-national processes of development of politics, agreements and regulations.

· Because of the complexities and the technicality of the issues it is no longer solely the State authorities which interact in these supra-national organisations but also, and with growing influence, non-State actors – be they market forces or civil society organisations.

· Multi-national cooperation and in particular integration, like in the European Union, require a high degree of deliberative supra-nationalism and regulations through negotiations between all the actors – State, market, and civil society – coming from several societies and different cultural background, and being somehow accountable to constituencies at national and local level.

· As we see, the classic territorial defined and State based systems of political responsibilities for interest balancing and conflict resolution are step by step replaced by new arrangements which position actors and their cooperation in a complex multi-layer system of socio-political and economic opinion-making and decision-making processes.

· In this differentiated systems NGOs have become visible and heard in international and regional governance because they have taken up the “voice function” and denounced or highlighted governance deficits. They have been successful, often in cooperation and with the support of the media, to put unperceived, voluntarily ignored or neglected issues on the agenda.

· NGOs as the, in a way, professional representatives of the concerns, needs or aspirations of social movements, of minorities, of the disadvantaged, and of minority issues in society are fundamentally different from the interest lobbying organisations like business lobbies, trade unions and employers organisations.

· NGOs, and in particular social NGOs, pursue the goals to also give a voice to those who, traditionally or for any other reason, cannot organise and express themselves.

· Thus they contribute substantially to the democratic fabric and social cohesion of society.

· With this I do not want, at all, to ignore or devaluate the other roles and functions of NGOs, but simply stress the fact that NGOs have gained tremendously in political and strategic importance when they have made the clear shift from pure project work to systematic advocacy and interfered strongly in politics and relevant decision-making processes.

Now, let me come to the issue of regional cooperation in the framework of the European Union and the specific role of social NGOs in this context.

As you know, the European Union had been created as the European Economic Community with the main goal to insure peace and progress in Europe by economic cooperation and integration of the Member States – first 6, then 10, 12, 15; and since May 2004 they are 25 European countries - now including not only most of the Western European States but also 10 Member States from Central and Eastern Europe.

The economic integration project has been extraordinarily successful: Today we have a Single Market with close to half a billion citizens and consumers; enterprises and citizens enjoy the four fundamental principles of free movement of capital, goods, services and people in the Union; a number of Member States use the same currency; poor countries and regions have experienced or are still in the progress of remarkable economic progress.

On the other hand, we can see that over 80 % of economic legislation and regulations are already determined by decisions at Union level, reducing the economic, financial and budgetary sovereignty of Member States to a bare minimum.

We have also to recognise that the Union, despite its clear development from an economic to a broader political and even societal project of cooperation and integration has not, or not yet, been very successful in balancing its economic and social goals and achievements.

Furthermore, there is a clear and scary gap between the citizens and the Union’s institutions which makes confidence in and identification with the Union difficult and often even problematic for Europe’s citizens.

In an important speech in the European Parliament in September 2001 on the topic “The European Union and is citizens – a clear matter of democracy” the President of the European Commission, Romano Prodi, has emphasized that the 5 pillars of the Union’s acting in terms of good governance must be: openness, participation, responsibility, effectiveness, and coherence. And then he pointed out that one of the first priorities has to be to better involve citizens in the definition of policies of the European Union. 

He said, and I quote. “The European Parliament is the democratic representation of the people of the European Union. But we have to acknowledge a new challenge: and this is the growing demand of citizens not only to express their will indirectly through the constitutional organs but also directly through their genuine organisations at local and other levels and though citizens’ initiatives. We cannot ignore or oppose these expressions of democratic richness. It is our task to channel them and find the appropriate methods for the dialogue with civil society. Civil society must be fully consulted. The European Commission wants to use the energy and the commitment of NGOs” End of quote.

One of the appropriate methods for the dialogue between social NGOs and the institutions of the European Union has been implemented by the creation and the continuous action of the “Platform of European Social NGOs”.

This Social Platform, as we call it currently, was established in 1995, and brings together 40 European non-governmental organisations, federations and networks which are working to build an inclusive society and promote the social dimension of the European Union.

The members of the Social Platform represent many thousands of organisations, associations and other voluntary groups at local, regional, national and European level advocating the interests of a wide range of civil society. These include organisations of women, older people, people with disabilities, people who are unemployed, people affected by poverty, gays and lesbians, young people, children and families. Member organisations also include those campaigning on issues such as social justice, homelessness, life-long leaning, health and reproductive rights, and racism.

The International Council on Social Welfare, ICSW, is one of the founding members of the Social Platform and has, at present, the responsibility to chair its central commission on  “Social Policy”.

The Social Platform is an independent and democratic alliance committed to operating on the principles of transparency, representativity, democracy, and equality. It is also committed to promoting gender parity and diversity representation in the structures and work of the Social Platform itself.

While the Social Platform seeks to bring added value to the work of its members, the common actions are based upon the following objectives:

· The eradication of poverty and the elimination of social exclusion.

· The elimination of discrimination in all its forms and the promotion of equality for all.

· The promotion of equality between women and men in all areas of life.

· The promotion of participatory democracy.

· The engagement of social NGOs in an enhanced structured civil dialogue at the level of the European Union.

· And the involvement of people experiencing or at risk of poverty, exclusion and discrimination in decision-making processes affecting them.

The Social Platform channels the concerns of European citizens who have come together in its member organisations and affiliated structures throughout the European Union (that is, today, 25 Member States!) on issues of common concerns and interests.

It insures a regular and wide circulation of information on policies, programs and activities of the European Union to its members at European and at national level.

The members of the Social Platform insist that NGOs have a key role to play in promoting an equitable and just society based on the protection and advancement of human rights and the participation of all.

The Social Platform pursues its specific aims and objectives through the following activities:

· Raising awareness

· Building capacity

· Developing dialogue and

· Influencing policy

Raising awareness includes:
· To promote awareness of the role and value added by social NGOs, and particularly EU-level NGOs, within the European Union.

· To promote awareness of the activities and the role of the Social Platform

· To promote awareness amongst Social Platform members of relevant policy developments within the European Union.

· And to promote appropriate Social Platform campaigns at national level in order to raise awareness of the role of EU social policies and of EU social NGOs. 

Building capacity includes:
· To help European social NGOs improve their capacity to contribute to a better future for all, to influence EU policy, and make meaningful contributions to the civil dialogue.

· To facilitate the exchange of experience and practices of Social Platform members and enable the mutual exchange of information.

· And to build coalitions amongst EU social NGOs and other NGO networks in order to pursue common goals.

Developing dialogue includes:
· To facilitate relations with the EU institutions and other international organisations, when there is an appropriate link with EU policies, and to facilitate the process of dialogue and consultation taking account of diversity.

· To promote dialogue with other groupings working on issues of common interest – like for example social partners, other NGO networks, etc.

Influencing policies includes:
· To influence EU policy formulation on an ongoing basis by promoting the concerted views of member organisations.

· To campaign on issues of common interest to its members, especially on social rights, EU social policies and programs, and on civil dialogue.

When the Social Platform takes positions and presents papers, as it frequently does, it draws on the profound experience and expertise of all its members. Thus it produces high level analysis of EU policies and strategies and comes up with  concrete and constructive proposals for reorientation or improvement of such policies, strategies and programs.

In fully acknowledging these critical but indispensable contributions, the European Commission and the other institutions of the European Union consider the Social Platform on of their most important dialoguing  partners on which they call when dealing with social policy matters and the issue of participatory democracy.

Representativeness, sound knowledge of needs and aspirations of people, expertise in social policy and social cohesion matters, as well as understanding of complex policy-making processes, are as much appreciated by the European Commission when dealing with the Social Platform as it is critical but constructive attitudes and opinion.

All these elements contribute to the development of mutual trust and shared benefit – forging, step by step, a new political culture of public – private partnership to pursue common goals; and in this case: social progress and social justice balancing economic developments to the benefit of all.

How much the political culture is changing at present in the European Union can be seen in the “Draft for a Constitutional Treaty for the European Union”, just recently adopted by the heads of the Member States – but still subject to a certainly very difficult ratification process by parliaments or by public referenda in the 25 countries, members of the European Union.

In the chapter “The democratic life of the Union” we find four very interesting articles which will shape the future of the European Union:

· The first article is on “Representative Democracy” – thus a classic one.

· The second article is on “Participative Democracy” – definitely a ground-braking one.

· The third is on “Social Dialogue” – providing social partners an area of autonomous action.

· And the fourth on is on “Transparency of the EU Institutions” – opening processes and documents to the eyes of citizens.

Civil society including, as a major actor, the Social Platform has made all possible efforts and built up strong and efficient strategic coalitions to bring this result about. It has been hard work indeed to overcome all the obstacles and counter actions. Understandably we are proud of the achievement.

But now even more hard work is still to come. It is like social rights: Good if we have them codified on paper. Better and even indispensable if they are properly implemented, enjoyed, monitored and further developed.

Thus, the political culture of participatory democracy is still in the making. Contributions welcome!

Thank you for your kind attention.  
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