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INTRODUCTION  

 

The idea behind this thesis originally was sparked by my internship at the European Economic 

and Social Committee (EESC) in Brussels, which took place from February to July 2024. This was a 

very enriching experience that allowed me to gain firsthand insight into the inner workings of a European 

Union institution and it has been extremely positive both in terms of my personal and professional 

growth. During this internship I worked with the NAT section (Agriculture, Rural Development, and 

Environment) team and I had the opportunity to observe and contribute to the discussions on the current 

climate and environmental issues. Among these, the European Green Deal stood out to me as a 

particularly  crucial topic that was often discussed, with members of the EESC frequently engaging in 

discussions on its positive aspects and its shortcomings. One recurring theme was the Green Deal’s 

insufficient emphasis on the social dimensions of the green transition. This realization, together with my 

strong interest in the intersection of international relations and environmental issues, is what inspired me 

to carry out research. The European Green Deal is the EU’s most ambitious climate policy, and its main 

goal is to ensure that Europe achieves complete carbon neutrality by 2050. However, questions about its 

social sustainability, particularly in terms of the just transition and its impact on workers’ rights, are often 

identified as a major shortcoming of the policy as a whole. This thesis seeks to explore these topics by 

analyzing the role of civil society, particularly trade unions, in advocating for a Green and Social Deal. 

The central research question on which this thesis is based is: In what ways does the European Green 

Deal fall short of addressing social sustainability according to civil society, and what policy 

recommendations is civil society calling for? This inquiry includes questions such as: how has civil 

society, particularly through the EESC, contributed to the critique of the Green Deal’s social dimensions? 

What are the key shortcomings in the Green Deal’s approach to social sustainability? What policy 

recommendations do civil society and trade unions put forward to address these gaps? How do the 

perspectives of the EESC and trade unions align or diverge on this issue? The structure of the thesis is as 

follows. 

The first chapter explains the methodology used in this research. Firstly, it discusses the sources 

employed to find answers to the research question. These are mainly primary sources that include ten 

EESC opinions and two reports by the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), while secondary 

sources such as scholarly and academic articles are used to contextualize the research. Secondly, this 
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chapter explains the descriptive analytical framework applied to these official documents. The thesis 

analyzes the primary sources by identifying common themes divided into three analytical categories. It 

identifies the positive aspects of the European Green Deal, its shortcomings and recurring critiques, and 

the policy recommendations suggested by European civil society. Additionally, this chapter also outlines 

the criteria followed to select the ten EESC opinions as well as the reasoning behind the inclusion of the 

ETUC reports. 

The second chapter is meant to establish the background and context of the research by 

introducing the concept of civil society and its role in EU governance. It starts by giving a brief overview 

of the studies about labour and the environment as well as two crucial concepts: just transition and 

sustainable development. Then it defines what civil society is and what part it plays in discussions at the 

European level, in particular pointing put its role as a bridge between EU institutions and European 

citizens. The chapter then explores the European Economic and Social Committee, an advisory body 

representing European civil society in a structured way and with direct access to consultations with the 

European Parliament, the European Commission, and the Council. Special attention is given to Group II 

of the EESC, which represents workers and trade unions, and to its Italian members. 

The third and last chapter contains the document analysis and presents its findings. This chapter 

examines the opinions and reports according to the three analytical categories and draws conclusions that 

reveal that both the EESC and ETUC share the same views on the European Green Deal. Both believe in 

and endorse its importance, but suggest that further actions needs to be implemented such as an increase 

in funding, stronger implementation mechanisms, and stronger dialogue with social partners and trade 

unions. 
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CHAPTER 1 – MATERIALS AND METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter serves to establish the methodological and analytical foundation for this research to address 

the central research question of the thesis: In what ways does the European Green Deal fall short of 

addressing social sustainability according to civil society, and what policy recommendations is civil 

society calling for? By presenting the sources, methodology, and criteria used for analysis, the chapter 

aims to provide a transparent framework for the study of civil society’s opinion on the European Green 

Deal. 

This chapter begins by outlining the types of materials employed in this thesis and makes a distinction 

between primary and secondary sources. The primary sources include official EU documents drafted by 

civil society and official reports from trade unions, while the secondary sources are academic articles, 

books, studies and experts opinions. It also explains the data collection method and criteria for choosing 

the opinions. 

Secondly, the chapter outlines the descriptive methodology applied in this thesis and the analytical 

framework used to interpret civil society’s opinion on the European Green Deal. Lastly, the chapter 

introduces the analytical categories chosen to evaluate the EESC’s opinions and trade unions reports. 
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Materials 

 

The sources utilized in this thesis have been selected to provide a strong foundation for analyzing 

European civil society’s opinion of the European Green Deal, particularly its shortcomings in addressing 

social sustainability and the policy recommendations. The materials include a combination of primary 

and secondary sources which show a variety of perspectives, ranging from institutional documents to 

academic research. 

Primary sources form the core of this thesis, as they provide direct insights into the reception of the Green 

Deal and by European civil society. The primary sources include ten opinions issued by the European 

Economic and Social Committee (EESC) and two documents published by the European Trade Union 

Confederation (ETUC). 

European Economic and Social Committee opinions: 

• ECO/504 - Just Transition Fund and amendments to the Common Provisions Regulation (EESC, 

2020a) 

• ECO/505 - European Green Deal Investment Plan (EESC, 2020b) 

• SOC/636 - Towards an EU strategy for enhancing green skills and competences for all (EESC, 

2020c) 

• TEN/729 - Strategy for sustainable and smart mobility (EESC, 2020d) 

• SOC/770 - The climate crisis and its effect on vulnerable groups (EESC, 2023) 

• INT/1065 - How to recalibrate the Green Deal that it fits for purpose (EESC, 2024a) 

• INT/1068 - What EU policies are needed for enterprises/business to become competitive in a fair, 

sustainable, stronger and more resilient way to realize the European Green Deal (EESC, 2024b) 

• NAT/927 - A Blueprint for a European Green and Social Deal, based on a wellbeing economy 

(EESC, 2024j) 

• NAT/933 - Towards a just transition legislative proposal and EU policy tools that enable a more 

social European Green Deal (EESC, 2024k) 
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• TEN/836 - Labour and skills shortages in transport, energy, infrastructure and the digital sector 

(EESC, 2024l) 

The EESC opinions were selected through a systematic review of documents available on the 

Committee’s official website. The selection process involved keyword searches such as “European Green 

Deal” and “just transition”, combined with a targeted exploration of opinions issued by the six sections 

of the EESC: NAT (Agriculture, Rural Development, and Environment), ECO (Economic and Monetary 

Union and Economic and Social Cohesion), SOC (Employment, Social Affairs, and Citizenship), INT 

(Single Market, Production, and Consumption), TEN (Transport, Energy, Infrastructure, and the 

Information Society), and REX (External Relations). The criteria for inclusion of these particular 

opinions in the study focused on their relevance in order to ensure that all of them primarily addressed 

the Green Deal’s objectives and policies as well as their implications for social justice. The research 

process began with an extensive review of the EESC’s official website and by categorizing opinions 

based on their respective sections. The NAT section has produced the majority of opinions related to the 

Green Deal, with a total of 31 opinions that discuss sustainable agriculture, circular economy, pollution, 

and biodiversity. The ECO section has issued 9 opinions focused on the economic implications of the 

Green Deal, including fiscal policies and carbon pricing. The SOC section has contributed with 2 

opinions on labor market transitions and green skills, while the INT section has produced 4 opinions, that 

address competitiveness strategies for small and medium-sized enterprises. The TEN section primarily 

focused on transport and mobility under the Green Deal framework, with 4 opinions. And lastly, the REX 

section has produced 6 opinions addressing the intersection of EU climate objectives with global 

sustainability challenges. Despite their different focuses, these opinions collectively offer a holistic view 

of civil society’s engagement with the Green Deal. In selecting these opinions, particular attention was 

given to the timeline of their publication, only choosing documents falling within the 2020–2024 period, 

as this timeframe aligns with the Green Deal’s implementation during the previous European 

Commission mandate. The reason behind this choice is to capture civil society's perspectives during this 

critical phase. Moreover, the analysis aims to balance representation of various aspects of the Green Deal 

by including at least two opinions from each EESC section, except for REX, where no opinions met the 

specified criteria. For the NAT section, which produced the highest number of opinions, the selection 

focused on the opinions providing general feedback on the Green Deal and its social dimensions, rather 

than opinions on specific policy measures.  
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The primary sources also include two documents from ETUC, selected to provide a more focused 

perspective on the views of European trade unions. These reports are a means to enrich the analysis by 

offering insights into how organized labor perceives the European Green Deal’s strengths and 

weaknesses. 

European Trade Union Confederation reports: 

• ETUC resolution - European Green Deal initiatives: Climate Law, EU Sustainable Investment 

Plan, Just Transition Fund Regulation and new EU Industrial Strategy, adopted at the ETUC 

Executive Committee of 9 June 2020 (European Trade Union Confederation, 2020) 

• ETUC Resolution - Industrial policy for quality jobs. A Just Transition policy framework  and 

Directive to anticipate and manage  change, adopted at the Executive Committee meeting of 24-

25 June 2024 (European Trade Union Confederation, 2024) 

Secondary sources have been primarily used to contextualize the topic of this thesis by providing an 

overview of the concept and sustainable development related to environmental labor studies and an 

historical and institutional background on European civil society and the European Green Deal. The 

introduction of environment labor studies is mainly based on the works present in the Palgrave Handbook 

of Environmental Labour Studies, in particular on the essays dealing with the role of trade unions in 

relation to environmental issues and those exploring the concept of just transition. The outline of the 

concept of sustainable development and its major criticism is based on works published in journals 

focused on the processes that have a direct impact on the environment and development studies such as 

Organization & Environment, the Journal of Integrative Environmental Sciences, The Journal of 

Environment & Development and World Development. Official EU documents that include Commission 

Communications, European Council conclusions, and legislative texts like the European Climate Law, 

are utilized to establish the institutional and policy context of the Green Deal, alongside secondary 

sources. These are composed of policy reports and briefs redacted by experts in European Union studies 

and climate and energy policy such as Simone Tagliapietra and Francesca Colli. Documents from 

independent think tanks and research centers that include the EGMONT institute, E3G and the Centre 

for European Policy Studies (CEPS) have been selected to create a rounded overview of the Green Deal 

and its implications on European society, together with academic papers from official journal such as the 

Journal of Common Market Studies (Annual Review of the European Union issue). 
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Lastly, to frame the role of civil society in EU governance and the functioning of the European Economic 

and Social Committee specific studies and books on the EESC have been used, together with official 

information from the Committee’s website. In particular the publications from authors dealing 

specifically with the EESC role, as Smisman, Warleigh and Westlake, constitute the base or starting point 

on which the work of other scholars have elaborated on. Christoph Hönnige and Diana Panke, more 

specifically, have conducted interesting on the influence of the EESC’s opinions, that explores the 

limitation of this advisory committee. To complement the academic work of these scholars, substantial 

information of the internal functioning of the EESC comes form its official communication channels. In 

the case of the nomination procedures for the members the available information has been integrated 

with a personal interview with a member of Group II of the EESC. 

Together these sources are helpful in framing the discussion on social sustainability and just transition 

from the point of view of civil society by offering an evaluation of the EESC work and of the Green 

Deal’s policy design and implementation that introduces the analysis in this research. 
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Methodology 

 

This thesis adopts a descriptive research methodology, focusing on the analysis of text-based data from 

official documents, reports, and academic sources. This methodological approach allows for a detailed 

exploration of the complex perspectives of civil society on the European Green Deal and a close 

examination of the recurring themes and patterns present within the collected  data. 

The research methodology relies on document analysis, which involves systematically examining and 

reviewing the concept of official documents and reports from two key stakeholders: the European 

Economic and Social Committee and the European Trade Union Confederation. These documents 

provide insight into how the Green Deal is perceived by highlighting both its strengths and shortcomings 

from the perspective of organized civil society. The collected data undergoes a descriptive analysis that 

is aimed at identifying  the recurring themes and drawing results from them. 

The study is guided by a primary research question: In what ways does the European Green Deal fall 

short of addressing social sustainability according to civil society, and what policy recommendations is 

civil society calling for? This overarching question is further broken down into three secondary, more 

specific questions: 

1. What aspects of the Green Deal are viewed positively? 

2. What aspects of the Green Deal are criticized as major shortcomings and, particularly regarding 

social sustainability and the just transition? 

3. What are the recurring proposals and recommendations made by civil society to address these 

shortcomings? 

To answer these questions, three analytical categories were developed: 

➢ Category 1: positive aspects of the European Green Deal 

This category identifies the elements of the Green Deal that are praised by the EESC 

➢ Category 2: shortcomings and critiques of the European Green Deal 

This category identifies the criticisms raised by civil society particularly in relation to social 

sustainability and the just transition. 
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➢ Category 3: policy recommendations 

This category identifies the proposals and recommendations made by the EESC to address the 

identified shortcomings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



10 

 

CHAPTER 2 – BACKGROUND 

 

As explained in the introduction, the aim of this chapter is to examine European civil society, 

focusing in particular on the functioning of the European Economic and Social Committee, as well as to 

give an overview of the European Green Deal in order to contextualize the analysis of the thesis.  

The chapter starts with a brief overview of some important concepts needed to contextualize the topic of 

research: the relation between environment and labour, the idea of just transition, its implementation into 

policies, and the widely discussed notion of sustainable development.  

Then the chapter introduces the concept of civil society within the EU framework. It explains how civil 

society represents a broad range of social, economic, and political interests and it shows its crucial role 

as a critical intermediary between European citizens and EU institutions. This section highlights how the 

EU has institutionalized civil society's role by creating formalized and structured consultation processes 

through bodies like the European Economic and Social Committee. 

The main portion of this chapter covers the role of the European Economic and Social Committee. 

Starting from an historical overview of the EESC, it follows its origins and developments from its 

establishment in 1957 under the Treaty of Rome to its current role as an advisory body of the EU. This 

section explores the evolution of the EESC's mandate by showing its growing influence and how it has 

adapted to the evolutions that took place in the European Union since its birth. The type of membership 

and the internal functioning of the Committee are also covered by outlining how the Committee is 

composed, the different sections within it and the processes through which members are appointed. 

Additionally, this section explore the responsibilities and roles of EESC members and their decision-

making process. The main function of the EESC is issuing opinions and engaging in consultations with 

the EU’s legislative bodies, therefore, this chapter describes the different types of opinions issued by the 

EESC (including mandatory, exploratory, and own-initiative opinions) and examines how these opinions 

influence EU decision-making. It also reviews the EESC’s effectiveness and limitations by evaluating 

the strengths of the Committee, such as its ability to foster dialogue between civil society and EU 

institutions, and its weaknesses, particularly the non-binding nature of its opinions. This evaluation is 

important considering that these strengths and weaknesses are decisive in shaping the ability of the 

Committee to influence EU policies effectively.  
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Additionally, a part of this chapter is devoted to the Italian members of Group II that serve at the 

European Economic and Social Committee, by analyzing their professional profiles, the organizations 

they represent, and the contributions they make within the EESC. The aim of this more specific section 

is to explore their involvement in opinions related to the Green Deal and its social dimension in order to 

highlight their work towards workers’ rights and social justice at the Committee. 

Lastly, this chapter covers the European Green Deal as an EU policy framework by outlining its 

main policy areas and objectives and the timeline of their development and implementation. It also draws 

conclusions on the state of play of Green Deal policies at the end of the 2019-2024 mandate. This section 

is necessary to contextualize the framework within which civil society, including trade unions, evaluates 

the Green Deal. 
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LABOUR AND THE ENVIRONMENT, THE JUST 

TRANSITION AND THE CONCEPT OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

 

Work and the Environment: Environmental Labour Studies 

 

Understanding the relationship between labour and the environment, as well as the evolving 

concept of just transition and sustainable development, is an essential initial step needed to introduce and 

frame the discussion on European civil society attitudes toward the European Green Deal. This initial 

chapter provides a conceptual foundation for this thesis by firstly briefly elaborating on the relation 

between labour and environment, secondly outlining how the concept of a just transition has emerged as 

a response of the tension between environmental and social rights and lastly describing the concept of 

sustainable development and its critiques. 

In the book Labor and the Environmental Movement: The Quest for Common Ground (Obach, 2004), 

scholar Brian K. Obach states that historically environmental movements have advocated for and put 

nature’s protection as their priority, while trade unions have strictly prioritized the interests of the 

workers, thus creating a divergence or tension between their main objectives. Despite this difference, the 

author believes in the potential of cooperation and alliance between the two types of organizations that 

could be beneficial in reaching environmental sustainability and fostering workers right at the same time. 

Scholars of environmental labour studies believe that the gap between environment and workers 

movements and their relatively academic study should be closed due to the undeniable connection 

between labour and the environment given by the fact that “all labour includes a transformation of nature 

while without non-human nature humans could not exist” (Räthzel, Stevis and Uzzell, 2021, p. 2). Trade 

unions and environmental movements are together at the forefront of the change of today’s societies 

towards a more solid and mutually beneficial relationship between people and the environment. Scholars 

of environmental labor studies in particular believe in the central role of trade unions represent in 

achieving this more balanced relationship (Räthzel, Stevis and Uzzell, 2021). Labor and the environment 

have a deeply intertwined relation because of the fact that industrial pollution not only directly affects 

and pollutes the natural ecosystems but also directly impacts the workers, their families as well as the 

communities living in the surrounding areas of such industries (Snell, 2021). Indeed, as stated by Räthzel, 

Stevis and Uzzell  in The Palgrave Handbook of Environmental Labour Studies “the processes involved 
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in protecting workers’ health and safety rights and conditions are relevant to the expansion of their 

interests in environmental concerns and sustainable development, that is, occupational health and safety” 

(Räthzel, Stevis and Uzzell, 2021, p. 12). Alongside the expansion and development of modern industries 

an increase in different kinds of environmental degradation such as air, water and soil pollution have 

been observed. This often lead to hazardous working and living conditions due to the creation of polluted 

environments. Historically, trade unions engagement with environmental issues started form a place of 

firsthand concern for the health and safety of the workers in relation to their working environments 

(Faber, 2017) (Barca, 2012). For trade unions this has been a starting point for their advocacy towards 

regulations regarding a healthy and safe working environment for the workers. Following this initial 

concern, the pollution of the environment has also become of their concern, showing the complementary 

nature of the two issues (Snell, 2021).  

Despite this complementarity and cooperation, tension between the two priorities have been noticed and 

is still present. Imminent action in the framework of international environmental policy, especially in 

regard to climate change, is now considered a key priority to ensure our collective future. Most prominent 

examples of this are the 2015 Paris Agreement according to which world leaders agreed to maintain 

global warming at less than 1.5 °C, and the European Green Deal, a comprehensive policy framework 

which, among its many sustainability goals aims at bringing net carbon emission in the European Union 

to zero before 20250. The need to lower GHG emissions clashes with the work of fossil fuels industries 

as well as the one of those having particularly high carbon footprints and trade unions are primarily 

concerned with the changes and social consequences that the transition to a green economic model with 

lowered (or zero) carbon emissions entails. In addition to the risk of significant job losses in carbon 

intensive sectors of the economy, another example of these consequences would be that the “rapid closure 

of coal mines and coal-fired power stations […] will drive up power prices and cost of living for poorer 

people and devastate the lives of workers and communities that depend on these industries” (Snell, 2021, 

p. 164). This challenging scenario is further complicated by the fact that trade unions present different 

attitudes toward environmental issues at different governance levels and across different economic 

sectors. Today many carbon intensive industries are well-unionized and have secured strong  collective 

agreements for the workers, while on the other hand the field of emerging ‘green’ and sustainable 

industries often lack a strong union representation. Additionally, trade unions tend to adopt differing 

points of view on new climate policies: international labour organizations generally support ambitious 

climate targets in accordance with the Paris Agreement and the European Green Deal, while national or 
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sectoral unions tend to follow the priorities of their national political economy and advocate for the 

safeguarding of existing jobs (Thomas and Pulignano, 2021). This overall background is needed in the 

context of this research as it is a useful tool to frame the position of trade unions toward the Green Deal. 

As is shown in this thesis, representatives of trade unions are active inside the European Economic and 

Social Committee and tend to have a strong attitude towards new environmental policies. they also 

commonly suggest that workers of carbon intensive sectors need to be safeguarded, and strong action 

plans need to be envisioned and implemented to maintain employment and social justice.  
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Just Transition 

 

Avoiding that environmental policies place an additional burden on industrial workers due to the 

loss of jobs in carbon intensive sectors “has required trade unions to think about the environment in a 

more comprehensive way and engage with concepts like ‘green jobs’ and ‘just transition’” (Räthzel, 

Stevis and Uzzell, 2021, p. 13). Just transition as a concept originated from US trade unions’ work, and 

it has been applied since the 1970s. Originally the idea of a just transition referred to the need to assist 

displaced workers in the aftermath of the closure of fossil fuels industries (Saget, Luu and Karimova, 

2021). Currently there is not an officially adopted definition of this concept, nevertheless the terms has 

been widely used, and it is continuously used not only by trade unions globally, but also by international 

organizations in relation to the necessary economic transition of production systems towards a more 

sustainable one. The idea at the base of the vision of a just transition is that the economic transition should 

be done with the goal of decreasing carbon emissions but at the same time it should consider the principle 

of leaving no one behind by giving the necessary attention and aid to vulnerable groups such as workers 

and communities that will face negative consequences (Azzi, 2021). 

Acknowledgement of the social consequences of environmental policies has been noted in international 

policy instruments such as the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol, however without specific mentioning 

of the words just transition (Räthzel, Stevis and Uzzell, 2021, p. 13). Instead, this notion has been clearly 

spelled out in other international policy instruments dealing with climate change. The 2015 Paris 

Agreement in its preamble states necessity of “taking into account the imperatives of a just transition of 

the workforce and the creation of decent work and quality jobs in accordance with nationally defined 

development priorities” (United Nations, 2015a). International Labour Organization (ILO) has taken a 

particularly strong stance in advancing a just transition. In 2015 the organization published the Guidelines 

for a Just Transition Towards Environmentally Sustainable Economies and Societies for All: here ILO 

spells out recommendations for national governments and social partners in order to follow the principle 

of a just transition in key policy areas such as industrial and economic growth, labour market and social 

partnership (International Labour Organization, 2016). In regard to the European Union, the concept of 

a just transition is a central part of the European Green Deal. Here this concept is embodied by the Just 

Transition Mechanism (JTM), “a is a key tool to ensure that the transition towards a climate-neutral 

economy happens in a fair way, leaving no one behind” (European Commission, 2024). 
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Social dialogue with stakeholders like trade unions is of crucial importance to ensure a just transition 

attitude is adopted going forward and that no one if left behind (Saget, Luu and Karimova, 2021). 

Instruments such as the Just Transition Mechanisms are now in their implementation stages, therefore 

results are yet to be seen. However, the awareness given to vulnerable groups and the advocacy carried 

out by trade union and international organizations the ILO in regard to the just transition should be 

positively considered. 
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Sustainable Development 

 

Lastly , a critical concept useful to frame the topic of this thesis in the one of sustainable development. 

The phrase sustainable development has been introduced in the framework of international relations by 

the United Nations in the report Our Common Future. Here its states that sustainable development “is 

development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 

to meet their own needs”(United Nations, 1987). The report gives guidance for reaching sustainable 

development and states the importance of making sure future generations are safeguarded by currently 

avoiding unnecessary use of natural resources. The Our Common Future report opened the path for a 

number of international gatherings where sustainable development was at the core of the discussion, such 

as the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) (Rio Earth Summit) 

and the 2012 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (UNCSD) (Mensah, 2019). In 

2015, following the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the UN adopted the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) under the framework of the Ageda 2030, a list of 17 common global goals 

that aim at creating a more just, prosperous and sustainable global society (United Nations, 2015b). 

Following this international tendency, the European Union has also adopted this concept in its European 

Green Deal. In the 2019 Commission Communication of the EGD, the term sustainable developed is 

cited 8 times, mostly in relation to the fostering of diplomacy for the promotion of sustainable 

development and investments in measure aiming at fostering sustainability. The Communication puts 

emphasis on the alignment of this policy framework to the international attitude of the UN by framing 

the EGD as “an integral part of this Commission’s strategy to implement the United Nation’s 2030 

Agenda” (European Commission, 2019). 

The notion of sustainable development is widely used in regard to economic, environmental and social 

policies and it is linked to the need for the integration of the production aspect of the economy with its 

consequences of nature and people. The pillars at the base of the notion of sustainable development is, 

indeed, the connection and equal prioritization of economic, environmental and social sustainability. The 

adoption and spread in the use if this term shows a shift from the totally positive attitude towards 

development of the 19th and early 20th centuries (Du Pisani, 2006), mainly due to the acknowledgement 

of climate change and social issues resulting from unlimited economic development and growth. 

However, despite recognizing the role of economic growth in creating environmental and social 

disparities, the notion of sustainable development does not fully reject the run toward higher economic 
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production. Indeed, scholars have pointed out that “the concept of sustainable development was a 

compromise between growth and conservation. It was not ideologically neutral, because it was intended 

as an alternative for the zero-growth option and was therefore positively inclined towards the growth and 

modernization viewpoints” (Du Pisani, 2006). Therefore, despite its popularity this concept also faces a 

major critique, which lies in the fact that despite its conceptual base on sustainability, this concept still 

prioritizes the continuous expansion of the capitalist economy (Castro, 2004). The maintenance of 

economic growth remains central in the notion of sustainable development and in the international 

policies based on this concept. This clashes with the international goals of fostering environmental 

sustainability and well as social justice. In this sense the idea of sustainable development presents an 

inner contradiction: on the one hand it seems to offer a promising and positive way to create a bridge 

between the current capitalist economic model and sustainability by suggesting that economic growth 

and environmental and social protection can coexist. On the other hand, the idea of sustainable 

development fails to challenge the prevalent issue of the current capitalist economic model: the need to 

rethink and restructure economic and production models. The policies and strategies developed under 

this framework often do not propose fundamental restructuring of development and economic 

production, they simply attempt to integrate environmental and social concerns within existing economic 

model. This results in an approach that lies in the "business as usual" and fails to address the root causes 

of environmental and social issues (Lélé, 1991). 
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THE EUROPEAN GREEN DEAL 

 

What is the European Green Deal? 

 

Before going into the analysis of the perspectives of European civil society on the European Green 

Deal, it is essential to first introduce and contextualize the Green Deal itself. Since its launch in 2019, 

the European Green Deal has gathered significant attention in academic literature, policy briefs, and 

position papers and reports. 

The European Green Deal was announced by Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European 

Commission, on December 11th, 2019, marking it as the political priority of her first mandate. In a 

Commission Communication (European Commission, 2019) presented on that day, the Green Deal was 

presented to the public as a comprehensive policy package aimed at addressing the current pressing 

climate change and environmental challenges. At the core of the European Green Deal there is the goal 

of achieving net-zero greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 2050, a target that is present in more detail in 

the now adopted European Climate Law (E. C. European Parliament, 2021).  

The European Green Deal has been drafted to be aligned with international commitments, such as the 

2015 Paris Agreement and the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. It is 

positioned as Europe’s strategy for addressing climate change on a global scale, recognizing that 

international cooperation is necessary to achieve its biggest goal, which is climate neutrality. By 

committing to becoming the first climate-neutral continent by 2050, the EU aspires be an example and a 

leader for the international community (Gaventa, 2019). 

Quoting the words of the 2019 Commission Communication, the European Green Deal “is a new growth 

strategy that aims to transform the EU into a fair and prosperous society, with a modern, resource-

efficient and competitive economy where there are no net emissions of greenhouse gases in 2050 and 

where economic growth is decoupled from resource use” (European Commission, 2019). The Green Deal 

has also been described by scholars, researchers and policy experts in other several terms since its first 

announcement. Claeys et al. (2019, p.1) define it as “a reallocation mechanism, fostering investment 

shifts and labour substitution in key economic sectors, while supporting the most vulnerable segments of 

society throughout the decarbonization process” and highlight its multidimensional nature, 
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encompassing climate, energy, environmental, industrial, economic, and social aspects. As a policy 

framework, the European Green Deal is conceptualized as a roadmap of key policies put int place to 

drive the EU’s climate agenda toward carbon neutrality, that necessitate a comprehensive set of strategies 

to reached the needed market transformation, investment, and social transition (Gaventa, 2019, p. 8) 

(Siddi, 2020, p. 4). Together the different definitions and description of the Green Deal clearly show its 

complexity and ambition. 

At the core of the European Green Deal there is the concept of sustainable development but is social 

dimension has been considered relatively weaker so far compared to the environmental and economic 

dimensions. Indeed, Barbieri et al. (2021, p. 47) have noted that its environmental priorities overshadow 

the social ones and argue that the Green Deal does not currently envision a new social model or paradigm 

shift, which is actually necessary to sustain a sustainable development. 
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Policy Instruments of the EGD 

  

As introduced in this chapter, the European Green Deal is a comprehensive political initiative 

designed to address climate change and environmental degradation while promoting economic and 

sustainable development across the European Union. It brings together various policies and strategies 

spanning multiple policy areas,  but unified by the overarching goals of fighting climate change and 

boosting environmental protection (Gaventa, 2019, p. 4). Experts have suggested that at its core, the 

Green Deal is structured around four main pillars based on the ambition to create a sustainable, low-

carbon economy: carbon pricing, sustainable investment, industrial policy, and a just transition (Claeys, 

Tagliapietra and Zachmann, 2019, p. 1). 

In order to be effective, the European Green Deal requires substantial investment (Siddi, 2020, p. 4) 

(Sikora, 2021, p. 693). This was already stated in the first Communication, where the Commission put 

forward that it “will require massive public investment and increased efforts to direct private capital 

towards climate and environmental action, while avoiding lock-in into unsustainable practices” 

(European Commission, 2019). And the investments need to be paired with “the idea of making 

sustainability considerations part of financial decision-making process” (Sikora, 2021, p. 693). To 

support its ambitious goals, the European Commission has committed to mobilizing at least €1 trillion in 

sustainable investments over the next decade and a significant portion of the current EU's financial 

framework has been aligned with these objectives. 30% of the EU’s seven-year budget for 2021–2028 is 

allocated to climate-related initiatives (European Commission, 2024f). Additionally, €118 billion from 

the EU Cohesion Policy until 2027 has been specifically allocated to support the clean energy transition, 

by providing critical support to regions and communities needing special assistance in adapting to 

greener economies (European Commission, 2024f). The NextGenerationEU (NGEU) Recovery Plan, 

introduced as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic, will also be a key funding tool with one-third of 

its €1.8 trillion budget directed toward Green Deal goals (European Commission, 2024f). Funds from 

NextGenerationEU, combined with the REPowerEU initiative (which aims to reduce the EU’s 

dependence on fossil fuel imports) contribute to a total of €275 billion toward achieving the Green Deal’s 

objectives (European Commission, 2024f). In regards to investments, a significant element of the 

European Green Deal is the European Green Deal Investment Plan (EGDIP) (European Commission, 

2020c), announced in January 2020, as the investment pillar of the initiative. The Plan mobilizes public 
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and private funds to finance the transition toward a sustainable economy (Sikora, 2021, p. 683), as shown 

in the picture below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the heart of the European Green Deal lies a commitment to sustainable development, a concept that 

integrates the principles of economic, social, and environmental sustainability. In relation to this, 

Adamowicz, (2022, pg. 25) highlights the necessity of a new economic model that is both low-carbon 

and economically efficient, and additionally respects social justice.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 - (European Commission, 2020c) 
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The European Communication of 2019 showed a roadmap of the key actions the Commission is 

going to take in order to put the Green Deal into effect. 

 

From this, scholars and experts have identified ten principles that guide the actions toward a green 

transition under the Green Deal framework: 

1. Achieving climate neutrality by 2050, anchored by the European Climate Pact (Adamowicz, 

2022, pp. 26–30); 

2. Pollution-free Europe (addressing air, water, and industrial pollution); 

3. Transition to a circular economy; 

4. Supporting sustainable farming practices and promoting organic farming; 

5. Clean and affordable energy systems; 

6. Sustainable finance; 

Figure 2 - (European Commission, 2019) 
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7. Green industrial plan; 

8. Sustainable transport; 

9. Protecting and restoring EU biodiversity; 

10. Ensuring a just transition for all. 

 

The main policy initiatives of the European Green Deal are the following. 

 

European Climate Law (E. C. European Parliament, 2021) 

The European Climate Law has been published in the Official Journal on July 9th, 2021. It established 

legally binding targets for EU Member States in order to achieve the ambitious objective of reaching net-

zero-net green-house gas emission in the EU before 2050. Additionally, the law sets an intermediate 

goal: reduction in net greenhouse gas emissions of at least 55% by 2030 compared to 1990 levels. 

 

The Green Deal Industrial Plan (European Commission, 2024g) 

It is of crucial importance that the Green Deal is both politically and socially accepted. In order for this 

to happens it needs to have a strong focus on industry and economic growth. As explained by Barbieri et 

al. (2021, p. 48) “the EGD must translate decarbonization into an opportunity to revitalize European 

industry, thus ensuring long-term economic growth and jobs”. Indeed, one particularly crucial dimension 

of the European Green Deal is its focus on green industrial policy. The Green Deal Industrial Plan aims 

at boost competitiveness and sustainability in European industries (European Commission, 2023). It 

includes initiatives such as the Net-Zero Industry Act and the Critical Raw Materials Act. As noted by 

Tagliapietra and Veugelers (2021, p. 305), the European Green Deal seeks to align environmental 

objectives with economic competitiveness with the goal of creating a zero-emissions economy while at 

the same time boosting jobs and economic growth. Achieving these dual goals is a significant challenge, 

as conflicts may arise between climate targets and social or economic sustainability. These scholars state 

that “the necessity to meet climate and environmental targets, while at the same time ensuring economic 

and social sustainability, requires a transformation that will generate enough benefits to compensate the 

losers” (Tagliapietra and Veugelers, 2021, p. 306). A successful green industrial policy, therefore, 
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necessitates a close collaboration among governments, private sector actors, and civil society in order to 

be successful and leave no one behind. 

 

Farm to Fork strategy (European Commission, 2020a) 

This strategy is one of the most complex presented by the European Greed Deal. It aims at building a 

sustainable food system in Europe through initiatives that tackle food waste, food production and 

consumption, as well as food distribution in the European territory. 

 

EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 (European Commission, 2024a) 

This is a long-term plan of the European Green Deal. It aims at protecting and restoring the natural 

environments in the EU in order to preserve ecosystem services and minimize climate change effects 

deriving from environmental degradation. At the moment the prominent part of this strategy is the Nature 

Restoration Law (E. C. European Parliament, 2024). 

 

Circular Economy Action Plan (CEAP) (European Commission, 2020b) 

Adopted in 2020 by a Communication form the European Commission, it is based on initiatives that aim 

at reducing the negative effects of produced goods and materials by tackling the lifecycle of products in 

order to make it as environmentally and economically sustainable as possible. 

 

Just Transition Mechanism (European Commission, 2020c) 

The Just Transition Mechanism is part of the European Green Deal Investment Plan (EGDIP) and 

consists of the allocation of “€55 billion over the period 2021-2027 in the most affected regions, to 

alleviate the socio-economic impact of the transition” (European Commission, 2024h).  

Complementing the main policy initiatives, the Green Deal is also composed by a set of strategies of 

various and diverse topics, among which: a revision of European Emission Trading System (ETS), the 

Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), the EU Forest Strategy, the Zero pollution Action Plan 

for Water, Air and Soil, the Climate Target Plan 2030, the Chemicals Strategy for Sustainability, the 
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Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy, the Renovation Wave Initiative, and the Fit for 55 Package 

(Barbieri et al., 2021, p. 62). 
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Social Support in the EGD for a Just Transition 

 

The European Green Deal entails a deep economic and industrial transformation. From its 

conception, even before the final Green Deal was formally announced, social sustainability was 

recognized as a key priority. This acknowledgment comes from the Green Deal's nature as a reallocation 

mechanism that will have a significant impact on the EU’s economy and industry and therefore on 

European workers and citizens. According to scholars “the impact will be particularly significant for the 

lowest deciles of the income scale, for those in rural and suburban areas (who will be affected by the rise 

in fuel prices) and for regions that are particularly dependent on the production of fossil fuels” (Claeys, 

Tagliapietra and Zachmann, 2019, p. 15). Therefore, some sectors of the population will need special 

assistance. Making the implementation of the Green Deal just for everyone means “addressing the 

distributional effects of climate policy and addressing the problem of regions that are particularly 

dependent on the production of fossil fuels” (Barbieri et al., 2021, p. 50). Considering the high chances 

that Green Deal policies “might thus lead to an increase in inequality” (Claeys, Tagliapietra and 

Zachmann, 2019, p. 15), it is essential to ensure that the communities and territories affected by this 

transition are adequately supported and safeguarded to prevent negative externalities. 

Among the various policies introduced under the European Green Deal, the Just Transition Mechanism 

stands out as particularly relevant to the focus of this thesis. In the 2019 Communication the European 

Commission stated that the “transition must be just and inclusive. It must put people first, and pay 

attention to the regions, industries and workers who will face the greatest challenges” (European 

Commission, 2019). The Just Transition Mechanism is the way in which the European Green Deal aims 

at addressing the social and economic effects that the green transition will without a doubt have on the 

European citizens. It particularly focuses on aid for European territories that are currently heavily 

dependent on economic activities based on mining and extraction of fossil fuels, since these will be the 

most affected by the changes foreseen by the Green Deal and “will require a fundamental restructuring 

of their economies, structural changes in business models, and new skill requirements” (European 

Commission, 2020c). the main goal of the projects implemented under the Just Transition Mechanism is 

to support economic diversification in the most vulnerable territories of the EU. According to the 

European Commission, this means giving monetary supports to projects regarding the “up- and reskilling 

of workers and job-search assistance, the creation of new firms, research and innovation, putting 
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investments in small and medium-sized enterprises, environmental rehabilitation, clean energy and in the 

transformation of existing carbon-intensive installations” (European Commission, 2024c). 

The Just Transition Mechanism consists of three main pillars: 

1. a Just Transition Fund (European Parliament, 2021), consisting of grants aiming at social 

support. This fund is meant to give specific “assistance for the re-employment or re-skilling 

of workers impacted by the transition” (Barbieri et al., 2021, p. 56). The Fund currently 

consists of €19.7 billion, and it is expected to mobilize a total of €27 billion (European 

Commission, 2024b).  

2. a dedicated Just Transition Scheme under InvestEU, made of private investments for 

territorial transition (for example investments in land restoration projects); 

3. a new public sector loan facility (PSLF) for additional investments to be given by the 

European Investment Bank (€6-8 billion in loans), consisting of public funds for the 

economic revitalization of the affected territories (Barbieri et al., 2021). This in particular is 

aimed to “support projects that do not generate a sufficient stream of revenues to cover their 

investment costs” (European Commission, 2024b). In addition, the European Commission 

is providing grants for about €1.3 billion. 

Figure 3 - European Commission, 2024b 
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The identification of the specific EU territories in need of financial support through the JTF is done by 

Members States in close dialogue with the European Commission. In order to get monetary aid through 

the Just Transition Fund, Member States must draw up detailed Territorial Just Transition Plans that 

include a detailed description of the problems and challenges of the region in regard to the green 

transition, as well as an action plan that shows how they will overcome such challenges. “The plans 

should also set out ways to best address social, economic and environmental challenges” (European 

Commission, 2024h). After submission, the European Commission is in charge of approving the 

Territorial Just Transition Plans, focusing its criteria on the most carbon-intensive regions and the once 

that are home to the majority of workers working in fossil fuels industries (European Commission, 

2024d). By the end of 2023, all EU members States have submitted their Just Transition Fund 

programmes, and these have officially been adopted by the Commission. Currently seventy plans have 

been approved to receive financial support under the JTF framework, covering a total of ninety-six 

regions across all of the Member States. The focus has now shifted to the implementation of such 

programmes (European Commission, 2024e). 

 

 

Figure 4 - (European Commission, 2024b) 
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To show a concrete example of the projects carried out the Just Transition Mechanism, the case of Italy 

can be taken into consideration. Here two regions have been identified by the Italian Government as 

particularly vulnerable territories in need of just transition aid. These are the Taranto province and the 

Sulcis Iglesiente province (Dipartimento per le Politiche di Coesione e il Sud, 2021).  

The two Territorial Just Transition Plans identify three key challenges for these two regions in 

undergoing a green transition: “energy and environment, economic diversification and effect on social 

justice and employment” (Dipartimento per le Politiche di Coesione e il Sud, 2022b).  

Firstly, in the case of the Sardinia area of Sulcis-Inglesiente, the most crucial challenges of the green 

transition derive from its economic profile. Here the economy is strongly dependent on the steel and 

mining sectors, which create poor diversification of the job market and high environmental 

contamination and pollution of the territory. Therefore, the future closure and phase out of coal mines 

will affect a significant part of the working population. In addition, the employment of the areas depends 

largely on their medium and large enterprises, while only three SMEs operate in steelwork. Therefore, 

any economic setback experienced in this sector has the potential to generate strong difficulties for the 

reintegration of workers in case of layoffs. An example is the 2008-2015 crisis of the Portovesme steel 

company, which had strong negative effects on the economy of this area as it increased the 

unemployment rate from around 12.2% to 17.3%. Further risk of unemployment following the phase out 

Figure 9 - (European Commission, 2024b) 
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of coal has also been identified in regard to the ENEL Grazia Deledda Power Plant, Eurallumina Spa and 

Carbosulcis Spa. The document also makes note of the high cost of energy in Sardinia, which plays a 

key role in the choice of coal as the main energy supplier. Sulcis-Inglesiente has a worryingly high 

unemployment rate at 16.1% most of which composed by women and young people. The problem of 

female unemployment is highlighted as a central challenge of the area. This has increased during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and this dynamic could present itself once again if the green transition envisioned 

by the European Green Deal fails to provide the necessary aid in support of female employment. It is 

believed that an important reason behind this problems is the lack of services to support women that are 

actively working. Moreover, the job market in this areas is characterized by a skill mismatch which needs 

to be addressed through dedicated reskilling and upskilling programmes (IT - Programma Nazionale Just 

Transition Fund Italia 2021-2027, 2022). 

The goal of the Territorial Just Transition Plan for Sulcis-Inglesiente is to limit the possible negative 

externalities identifies as a consequence of the green transition in the area. Firstly, the Plan contains 

measures to increase the use of energy produced from renewable resources, which includes the need for 

new energy plants, and will consequently create new employment opportunities and more economic 

diversification. The further increasing use of renewable energy is also linked to the creation of new 

Renewable Energy Communities (CER), which will involve the firsthand participation of communities 

and will also be beneficial in lowering energy prices. Secondly, the Plan includes incentives for the for 

SMEs to improve their energy efficiency, which is linked to a further action: the investment given to the 

research and creation of energy distribution and storage systems.  Another important action foreseen by 

the Plan tackles the presence of polluted areas due to mining and steel production activities. Following 

the polluter-pay-principle, these sites are to be restored in order to make them adapt to being used for the 

new economic activities (renewable energy in particular). Lastly, in regard to employment, the Plan sets 

out social services specifically for working women as well as support for up-skilling and re-skilling 

programmes for unemployed, jobless and workers at risk due to the transition (IT - Programma Nazionale 

Just Transition Fund Italia 2021-2027, 2022).  

The province of Taranto has been selected for its similar challenges in facing the green transition as the 

area of Sulcis-Inglesiente. The province is home of the largest steel factory in Italy (Acciaierie d’Italia, 

ex-ILVA) and its ongoing crisis of the past 10 years has had particularly negative effects on the economy 

of the areas, for example, by creating unemployment and therefore poverty of the households established 
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there. The province also presents a low number of SMEs and innovative startups. The presence of heavy 

industrial work is directly linked to environmental pollution and low air quality due to GHG emissions, 

as well as the contamination of soil and water. This not only creates a toxic living environment for the 

workers and the people living in close vicinity of the factory, but it is also responsible for the increase in 

related diseases as well as mortality rates. The labour market in this province presents a higher 

unemployment rate compared to the national average, in particular in the case of women and young 

people. Additionally, skills mismatch has become an increasingly pressing problem, as recently firms 

have started to face difficulties in the hiring process for new personnel dedicated to specialized tasks (IT 

- Programma Nazionale Just Transition Fund Italia 2021-2027, 2022).  

Here as well, the Territorial Just Transition Plan focuses on limiting the negative environmental and 

social effects of the transition. Similarly to the Plan for Sulcis-Inglesiente, some of the actions target 

investments in research projects for the production and storage of energy from renewable sources and in 

energy efficiency for firms. In particular funds are allocated to the study of hydrogen as an energy source. 

As a consequence of the environmental pollution present in the area, the Plan will support the protection 

of natural resources through projects like land restoration and the construction of green infrastructures 

(one example is the plan to build green belt around the city of Taranto). Measures for the diversification 

of the local economy are of crucial importance in the province of Taranto. Indeed, support will be given 

to entrepreneurs who want to create or develop their businesses. Concerning employment, the Plan sets 

out measures for the specific training for workers and additional social and care services for working 

women (IT - Programma Nazionale Just Transition Fund Italia 2021-2027, 2022). 

Despite being a well-thought strategy, the European Green Deal and its Just Transition 

Mechanism has been criticized for its low attention to social sustainability and social acceptance. One 

critique, in particular, refers to the fact that through mechanisms like the Just Transition Mechanisms, 

the European Green Deal only takes into consideration and acts upon economic inequalities resulting 

from the future green transition. Scholars argue that “inequalities from policies may be different and at 

different scales – individuals, households, social groups and communities. Much of the literature on 

inequality focusses on wealth and income (economic inequality), but there are also unjust health and 

social effects which have to be taken into consideration” (Barbieri et al., 2021, p. 57).  

As for the two Territorial Just Transition Plans, these have received several criticisms from Italian trade 

unions. The most important criticism comes from CGIL and concerns the poor involvement of trade 



33 

 

unions in the dialogue coming up with the ideation of the projects. It is criticized that during the planning 

phase the consultation with stakeholders was poor and limited to a few meetings that left many 

dissatisfied, especially the trade unions (Scannavini, 2023). Furthermore, CGIL and Ficltem have 

strongly criticized the timing of the project planning regarding Sulcis-Inglesiente. Giuseppe Masala, 

regional secretary of FSM-CSIL commented that the communications regarding the Territorial Just 

Transition Plans in Sardinia are not clear or transparent and he fears that the development of new 

renewable energy plants will not be enough to reabsorb the workforce of the industries that will close 

following the green transition (Scannavini, 2023). As for the province of Taranto, Giovanni D’Arcangelo, 

secretary of the CGIL of Taranto, highlights the lack of tangible actions following the communication of 

the Plan, saying that the planning and implementation of the Taranto project under the JTF is at a 

standstill, and since 2022 only one meeting has taken place. For this reasons, CGIL advocates for an 

actual and rapid start to the implementation of the TJTS (Bagiolini, 2024). Overall, both territories face 

a level of uncertainty in regard to the implementation of measures that should help them tackles the 

negative externalities of the transition due to the lack of action of the institutions in charge. Italian trade 

unions believe that a strong dialogue is needed between the two territories as well as between the regions 

and municipalities to make sure the funds are used in the most efficient way and not wasted in vain 

(Collettiva, 2023). 
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State of Play of the Green Deal at the end of the 2019-2025 Mandate 

 

At the conclusion of the 2019–2024 EU mandate, the European Green Deal stands as a proof of 

the EU’s commitment to climate action and sustainable development, despite the significant challenges 

posed by events such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the energy crisis. The Green Deal has managed to 

maintain its position as a central priority in the EU political agenda and has proved the resilience of its 

objectives in the face of multiple crises. This is particularly evident in the adoption of critical energy and 

climate-related legislative measures as part of the Green Deal framework during this period. 

The pandemic, while initially perceived as a potential threat to the momentum of the Green Deal, instead 

became a catalyst for reinforcing its importance as a political priority. Policy papers from as early as 

March 2020 emphasized the necessity of aligning recovery strategies with Green Deal goals, arguing that 

the economic recovery from COVID-19 should serve as an opportunity to rethink and strengthen climate 

strategies, rather than an excuse to procrastinate dealing with this issue (Elkerbout et al., 2020). 

Moreover, the European Climate Law, adopted in July 2021, played a pivotal role in ensuring that climate 

neutrality by 2050 remained a binding target for the EU, safeguarding the Green Deal’s trajectory 

regardless of short-term political or economic changes (Colli, 2020, p. 3). 

However, the implementation of the European Green Deal reveals significant disparities in progress 

across its various policy areas. Climate and energy policies have emerged as the driving force behind the 

initiative, receiving the biggest share of investments and legislative focus. These areas are currently well-

equipped with comprehensive strategies and legislative initiatives which reflect their critical role in 

achieving climate goals as well as the high consideration policy makers have for these issues (Paleari, 

2022, p. 1). In contrast, other areas, such as biodiversity and agriculture are characterized by lower levels 

of legislative ambition (Bocquillon, 2024, p. 132). As noted, these areas show an “evident mismatch 

between environmental objectives and legislative initiatives” (Paleari, 2022, p. 1) which can be further 

complicated by political obstacles. 

The future success of the Green Deal will depend significantly on whether climate change will continue 

to maintain its role as a central priority in the EU political agenda. This centrality is crucial to make sure 

that the Green Deal keeps momentum in the legislative progress and the EU continues to work on the 

integration of environmental objectives across all policy areas. It is important to point out that, 

furthermore, achieving the ambitious goals of the Green Deal will require policy makers to address the 



35 

 

uneven levels of ambition across its various policy components in order to foster a more balanced 

approach to environmental, economic and social sustainability. 

In conclusion, the European Green Deal represents an ambitious policy framework that integrates 

multiple policies aimed at reaching climate neutrality while transforming the EU into a strong and 

sustainable economic power. Its comprehensive approach emphasizes the importance not only of 

environmental sustainability but also of economic growth and social justice, showing the complex 

connections between all of these dimensions. However, achieving these objectives requires carefully 

planned and coordinated action across all policy spheres. Indeed, the social sphere should not be left 

behind during the policy making progress, in order to ensure that benefits of the green transition are 

equitably distributed, and that those affected by the negative externalities of the Green Deal are given 

adequate support. Additionally, while its energy and climate components have seen significant legislative 

progress, the uneven advancement across other areas highlights the need for more social dialogue and 

coordinated effort to fully reach its ambitious goals. 
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CIVIL SOCIETY IN THE EUROPEAN UNION:                                                                                     

THE EUROPEAN ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COMMITTEE 

 

The Role of Civil Society in European Governance 

 

This section aims to explore the role that civil society plays in the European Union governance and 

its contribution to shaping EU policies. Civil society has long been recognized as a cornerstone of our 

democratic system, and it has served as a bridge between the citizens and the institutions. Within the EU 

framework, the representation of socio-economic groups and organized civil society has been 

institutionalized in order to increase transparency, legitimacy, and participatory governance. By 

examining the historical and institutional context of civil society in the EU, this section lays the basis for 

understanding how these interest groups influence the decision-making processes, and it introduces the 

European Economic and Social Committee (EESC), a consultative body established to formalize and 

institutionalize the relationship between civil society and the EU's institutions. 

Civil society is a central actor in the European Union governance system, and it is characterized 

by the complexity of its nature. Defining civil society within the context of European governance presents 

a significant challenge because the term has been given various definitions and interpretations by experts 

and scholars. Smismans, (2006, p. 16) defines civil society as a “social sphere distinct from both State 

and market,” emphasizing its intermediary position and according to him it can be said that civil society 

encompasses multiple social domains, including associations, social movements, and forms of public 

communication (Smismans, 2006, p. 19). The growing role of civil society in EU governance is 

intricately linked to its ability to serve as a mediator between the different levels of governance and, most 

importantly, as a bridge between EU institutions and European citizens. The book The New Politics of 

European Civil Society (Liebert and Trenz, 2011) examines how civil society has become a significant 

intermediary between EU institutions and citizens and how nowadays it has the power to influence 

democratic legitimacy and policy development. Indeed, as the authors (Liebert and Trenz (2011) point 

out, European civil society can be described as a "social space" where non-state actors come together to 

represent the diverse interests of the numerous European categories and associations. This intermediary 

role has been recognized as a crucial feature for civil society and as a formal and official 

acknowledgement of this role, a partnership relation has been established between civil society and the 
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EU institutions, which is  based on periodic consultations on topics of interest (Liebert and Trenz, 2011, 

p. 7). 

A pivotal moment that importantly marks the institutionalization of civil society's role in EU governance 

is the publication of the European Commission’s 2001 White Paper on Governance, which explicitly 

“advocated for the involvement of civil society in EU governance” (Kohler-Koch, 2009, p. 55). During 

the early 2000s there was an effort in the EU to establish a structured consultation process with civil 

society and proof of its importance, such effort was also described as a political project itself (Kohler-

Koch, 2009, p. 48). This initiative was supported by theories advocating for the democratic benefits of 

civil society’s involvement in EU governance as a mean to value participatory democracy (Smismans, 

2006, p. 20) and it reflects the EU’s commitment to bridging the gap between institutions and citizens by 

incorporating a multitude of interests an point of views into policy discussions. Another positive aspect 

of the involvement of civil society in EU governance through periodic consultations is the possibility 

given to associations that represent various interest groups to make their voice heard, considering that in 

other circumstances it is difficult for them to have direct access to the EU institutions. Having an 

institutionalized path has opened doors for many categories of stakeholders to be heard, especially for 

associations having offices located in the Brussels area. Among these civil society organizations, it is 

important to mention the European Economic and Social Committee, which has a preferential lane to be 

in dialogue with the European Parliament, the European Commission and the Council thanks to its 

institutional establishment by ab EU Treaty and its location in the European Quarters in Brussels (Ruzza 

in Smismans, 2006). 

Despite these advancements, the involvement of civil society in EU governance is also subject to 

criticism. First of all, scholars have noted an ambiguity surrounding the definition of civil society that 

complicates the definition of its role as well as its effectiveness in influencing policies at the EU level. 

While civil society organizations (CSOs) are now seen as structured and professional stakeholders, this 

transformation and reliance on structured consultations has potentially marginalized grassroots 

participation in the dialogue with EU institutions. Indeed, some critics argue that the EU’s focus on 

efficiency and institutionalized consultation risks compromise its initial objective by diminishing 

inclusivity and representation (Kohler-Koch, 2009). Furthermore, although institutionalized paths for 

civil society engagement, such as the European Economic and Social Committee, have provided 

opportunities for dialogue, many organizations still face barriers to have a direct access and influence, 

particularly if they lack a presence in Brussels (Ruzza and Bozzini, 2008). 
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Overall, civil society’s role in EU governance has evolved and gained visibility overtime both in 

consultation processes and in fostering participatory democracy through stakeholders and citizens 

initiatives. However, its impact remains limited, as structural constraints and ambiguous definitions 

continue to challenge its influence on policymaking. While the institutionalization of civil society has 

opened pathways for dialogue, its effectiveness in addressing democratic challenges and ensuring social 

inclusion is still an ongoing debate among scholars (Smismans, 2006). These complexities underline the 

importance of examining specific mechanisms of dialogues, such as the EESC, to better understand how 

civil society contributes to EU governance. 
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History and Evolution of The European Economic and Social Committee 

 

The EESC has a long and rich history since it is one of the original EU institutions. The 

conversation about the need for a European body representing civil society interests was raised in 1956, 

toward the end of the Val Duchesse negotiations (Bernard, Nys and Laval, 1972). The Committee was 

first established in 1957 with the signing of the Treaties of Rome with the aim of “allowing economic 

and social interest groups formal access to the decision-making system of the EU” (Warleigh, 2002, p. 

164). At the base of the birth of the Committee was the concept of “European integration” (Lodge and 

Herman, 1980) and the need to involve industries and the corporate sector. At the time, its official name 

was Economic and Social Committee (ESC). In a 1965 speech given at the Institute of European Studies 

at the Université Libre de Bruxelles (ULB), Jacques Genton, the first Secretary-General of the ESC, 

highlighted how the Treaties of Rome negotiations included strong advocacy from workers, farmers, and 

employer organizations for a distinct EU body to represent their interests. On the one hand, the request 

was met with reluctance by the Federal Republic of Germany, which had had a negative experience with 

their national economic council (Reichswirtschaftsrat) (Hrbek, 1993). While on the other hand, Dutch, 

Belgian, Italian, and French trade unionists were particularly vocal in supporting the Economic and 

Social Committee’s formation. Their request was inspired by their experience with national economic 

and social organizations created after World War I, which successfully influenced policy-making at the 

national level (European Economic and Social Committee, 2018). The initial aim was constituting a body 

to gather the views of “the main socio-occupational groups in Europe” (Smismans, 2002) rather than an 

exhaustive array of associations. In its original form the Committee was formed by 3 Groups representing 

their social and economic interests. Group I represented employers, Group II trade unions and Group III 

various interest. More specifically, Group III included a broad range of association representatives, such 

as environmental NGOs, women’s rights organizations, and youth and disability advocates, who 

advanced the specific interests of these sectors. Members of the three groups were meant to work 

collaboratively to draft opinions on specific issues, providing a cohesive perspective that reflects the 

broader civil society within the EU (Smismans, 2002). 

From its establishment until today its role has remained unchanged in its consultative and advisory form, 

but the areas of expertise and the topics which the Committee is expected to work on has expanded. The 

Economic and Social Committee saw significant expansions in its role with a series of legislative changes 
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that highlight the Committees’ growing influence within the EU’s institutional framework. Beginning in 

1972, the Paris Summit granted it the right to issue reports on its own initiative, in addition to providing 

required opinions, marking the first substantial broadening of its advisory function. Later, the Single 

European Act of 1986 and the Maastricht Treaty of 1992 further expanded the policy areas requiring 

mandatory consultation. In 1997, the Amsterdam Treaty added to this expansion, formally allowing the 

European Parliament, together with the European Council, the European Commission to consult the 

Committee on additional critical issues. In 2000, the Nice Treaty introduced a cap for membership at 350 

(Warleigh, 2002, pp. 166, 167). In 2002, the Committee adopted its current name, European Economic 

and Social Committee (EESC) (European Economic and Social Committee, 2018). Finally, since the 

Lisbon Treaty came into effect, Articles 301-304 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 

(TFEU) have set out the EESC’s role and membership structure (Cîrlig, 2020). 

The legal basis outlined in the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) and the 

Treaty on European Union (TEU) firmly establishes the European Economic and Social Committee as a 

key advisory body in the European Union. From a number of articles of these treaties, we learn that the 

EESC plays a formal and legal role in the EU’s decision-making process, as it is explicitly required to 

assist the European Parliament, the Council, and the European Commission in an advisory capacity. The 

TEU has a political and constitutional nature, while the TFEU defines the inner working of EU 

institutions work on a daily basis. The legal bases of the existence of the EESC can be found in Article 

13(4) of the Treaty on European Union (TEU) (Consolidated version of the Treaty on European Union 

TITLE III - PROVISIONS ON THE INSTITUTIONS #Article 13, 2016), which states that: 

Article 13(4) 

The European Parliament, the Council and the Commission shall be assisted by an Economic 

and Social Committee and a Committee of the Regions acting in an advisory capacity. 

Furthermore, Chapter 3 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) (Consolidated 

versions of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, 1957) concerning The Union's 

Advisory Bodies shows the legal bases for its functioning, together with the functioning of the second 

advisory body of the EU, the Committee of the Regions. Article 300 of the TFEU recites as such: 
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1. The European Parliament, the Council and the Commission shall be assisted by an Economic 

and Social Committee and a Committee of the Regions, exercising advisory functions. 

2.   The Economic and Social Committee shall consist of representatives of organisations of 

employers, of the employed, and of other parties representative of civil society, notably in socio-

economic, civic, professional and cultural areas. 

3.   […] 

4.   The members of the Economic and Social Committee and of the Committee of the Regions 

shall not be bound by any mandatory instructions. They shall be completely independent in the 

performance of their duties, in the Union's general interest. 

5.   The rules referred to in paragraphs 2 and 3 governing the nature of the composition of the 

Committees shall be reviewed at regular intervals by the Council to take account of economic, 

social and demographic developments within the Union. The Council, on a proposal from the 

Commission, shall adopt decisions to that end. 

This article describes the EESC’s composition and states that it is made to represent a broad spectrum of 

civil society, including employers, employees, and other stakeholders from socio-economic, civic, 

professional, and cultural sectors. This composition is a representation of the Committee’s function as a 

bridge between EU institutions and organized civil society and it ensures that diverse voices and interests 

are considered when shaping EU policies. 

Section 1 of the same Chapter contains 3 Articles (Article 301-302-303) that specifically concern the 

EESC as an advisory body: 

Article 301 (ex Article 258 TEC) 

The number of members of the Economic and Social Committee shall not exceed 350. 

The Council, acting unanimously on a proposal from the Commission, shall adopt a decision 

determining the Committee's composition. 

The Council shall determine the allowances of members of the Committee. 
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Article 302 (ex Article 259 TEC) 

1. The members of the Committee shall be appointed for five years The Council shall adopt the list 

of members drawn up in accordance with the proposals made by each Member State. The term 

of office of the members of the Committee shall be renewable. 

2. The Council shall act after consulting the Commission. It may obtain the opinion of European 

bodies which are representative of the various economic and social sectors and of civil society to 

which the Union's activities are of concern. 

 

Article 303 (ex Article 260 TEC) 

The Committee shall elect its chairman and officers from among its members for a term of two 

and a half years. 

It shall adopt its Rules of Procedure. 

The Committee shall be convened by its chairman at the request of the European Parliament, the 

Council or of the Commission. It may also meet on its own initiative. 

 

Article 304 (ex Article 262 TEC) 

The Committee shall be consulted by the European Parliament, by the Council or by the 

Commission where the Treaties so provide. The Committee may be consulted by these institutions 

in all cases in which they consider it appropriate. It may issue an opinion on its own initiative in 

cases in which it considers such action appropriate. 

The European Parliament, the Council or the Commission shall, if it considers it necessary, set 

the Committee, for the submission of its opinion, a time limit which may not be less than one 

month from the date on which the chairman receives notification to this effect. Upon expiry of the 

time limit, the absence of an opinion shall not prevent further action. 

The opinion of the Committee, together with a record of the proceedings, shall be forwarded to 

the European Parliament, to the Council and to the Commission. 
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The independence of the work of the European Economic and Social Committee is crucial to its role and 

correct functioning. As specified in Article 300(4) of the TFEU, its members are not bound by mandatory 

instructions provided by other EU bodies and are expected to follow their own Rules of Procedure. This 

ensures that that the members of the EESC are able to maintain objectivity in their advisory opinions and 

it guarantees that the EESC fulfils its functions autonomously from the interference of other EU 

institutions, thus guaranteeing that the interests of civil society are genuinely represented without any 

influence or external political pressure. 

Articles 301-303 TFEU further solidify the EESC’s legal base by outlining its structure, appointment 

process, and operational rules. Following national appointment procedures, members states submit 

proposals for their national members to be appointed by the Council. After a consultation with the 

European Commission, the Council votes and appoints the members (Cîrlig, 2020). The members 

proposed by national government must equally represent the interest of civil society groups found in the 

European Economic and Social Committee (namely employers, workers, and civil society organizations 

of other natures). The members are appointed by the Council following a vote of qualified majority 

(European Parliament, 2024). The Committee is meant to operates with a well-defined governance 

structure. It has a cap of 350 members and a mandate to appoint members for five-year terms, the EESC. 

In order to ensure its institutional autonomy, the Treaty gives the Committee the ability to elect its 

chairperson (in the house referred to as president) and set its own rules of procedure, as states in Article 

303. 

Additionally, Article 304 TFEU highlights the consultative nature of the EESC. While it is mandatory 

for the European Parliament, the Council, and the Commission to consult the EESC in areas explicitly 

mentioned in the Treaties, these institutions may also request the EESC’s opinion on other specific issues, 

when they particularly feel the need. Importantly, the EESC can also issue opinions on its own initiative, 

demonstrating and establishing its initiative-taking role as an expert and policy advisor. 

The presented legal articles are proof of the importance given to the role of the EESC within the EU 

framework. Indeed, the Committee is not simply a symbolic entity, but a legally existing advisory body 

that has been carefully designed in order to ensure that civil society’s views are systematically integrated 

into the EU’s legislative and policy-making processes. In particular, its independence from the influence 

of the other EU institutions is fundamental to its functioning due to the unique set of expertise and 

interests that ensure the balance between economic, social, and social agendas. 
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The updated composition of the Committee and the nominated members for the current five-year term 

are found in two Decisions issues by the Council. 

Council Decision (EU) 2019/853 (European Council, 2019) sets up the rules for how the European 

Economic and Social Committee should be composed. This Decision follows the events of Brexit, stating 

that:  

Council Decision (EU) 2019/853 (European Council, 2019): 

“The withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the Union would result in 24 vacant seats in the 

European Economic and Social Committee. Therefore, the balance in the allocation of seats that 

existed before the adoption of Decision (EU) 2015/1157 should be restored.” 

It determines how many members the EESC can have and how they are chosen from each EU member 

state, as follows: 

NUMER OF 

MEMBERS 

STATE 

24 Germany, France and Italy 

21 Poland and Spain 

15 Romania 

12 Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czechia, Greece, Hungary, the 

Netherlands, Portugal and Sweden 

9 Croatia, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Lithuania and Slovakia 

7 Estonia, Latvia and Slovenia 

6 Luxembourg and Cyprus 

5 Malta 

 

For a total of 329 members.  

Council Decision (EU) 2020/1392 (European Council, 2020) appoints the specific members of the EESC 

from 21 September 2020 to 20 September 2025. 
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Membership and Internal Functioning of the European Economic and Social Committee 

 

Members of the European Economic and Social Committee hold a unique status among EU 

bodies, as they maintain their primary job in their home countries and are not considered full-time EU 

employees. Rather than receiving a salary from the EESC, members are provided with an allowance to 

cover travel and participation costs when they attend study groups, plenary sessions and other relevant 

events in Brussels (Cîrlig, 2020). This arrangement allows the EESC members to maintain their primary 

source of income in their home country, which keeps them intricately connected to the communities and 

interests they represent. By remaining intricately connected to their national background, EESC members 

are better suited to bring authentic, on-the-ground perspectives to the Committee. This ensures that the 

EESC’s work remains up-to date with the evolving needs and priorities of EU civil society and citizens. 

As the EESC mission is to represent the interests of European organized civil society, its members come 

from various different backgrounds. The internal structure of the Committee is made such that power is 

equally distributed between the different interest groups. Members belong to one of three groups: 

Employers (Group I), Workers (Group II) and Civil Society Organizations’ (Group III) (European 

Economic and Social Committee, 2010a). Following the Rules of Procedure, every Group has an 

established leadership structure, composed by a president, a vice-president, a bureau, and a dedicated 

secretariat (Cîrlig, 2020). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 5 - (European Economic and Social Committee, ‘About the EESC’) 
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Group I – Employers 

Members of Group I represent employers’ organizations. According to the EESC Rules of Procedures 

they can come from a background “in private and public sectors of industry, small businesses, chambers 

of commerce, wholesale and retail trade, banking and insurance, transport and agriculture” (European 

Economic and Social Committee, 2010b). Their goal is to represent big, medium, and small European 

businesses and companies. The Group work in close collaboration with the major European business 

federations: BusinessEurope, CEEP, Eurochambres, EuroCommerce and SMEunited” (Cîrlig, 2020). In 

last year’s publication Driving Prosperity for All: A Competitiveness Agenda for the EU members of 

Group I’s overall ambition is to have highlighted three main priorities they ought to address during the 

current mandate. These are: “competitive access to resources; open markets with equal rules; and 

business friendly regulation and taxation” (EESC Group I, 2023). To support these goals, Group I 

emphasizes balanced economic policies, reduced regulatory burdens, and investment in innovation to in 

order to enhance productivity and growth. 

 

Group II - Workers 

Members belonging to Group II represent the interest of European workers. Most of them are active 

members trade unions in their Member State, as well as of confederations and sectoral federations. The 

priorities set out by Group II members for 2023-2025 are focused the advancement of social progress 

and they primarily work to promote fair working conditions across Europe. Precisely, their aim is to 

reach “full employment, the improvement of the living and working conditions of workers in Europe and 

the well-being of all EU citizens, as well as of workers and their families in other continents” (EESC 

Group II, 2010). Actions needed to reach these goals include the strengthening workers' rights in the EU, 

strongly advocating for social and economic policies that support a just transition in response to climate 

change, lastly making sure that both the digital and the economic transitions are inclusive. Additionally, 

Group II emphasizes the need for a robust social protection system, the improvement of health and safety 

standards for workers, and collective bargaining to protect the general interests of the working class. It 

believes that a close collaboration across different sectors is needed to efficiently address inequalities 

and support policies that foster sustainable growth and social cohesion. (EESC Group II, 2024). 
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Group III – Civil Society Organisations 

Group III very heterogeneous compared to the other Groups. It is composed of members coming from a 

wide range of backgrounds that represent civil society organizations (CSOs). In particular, the Group is 

composed by the representatives of the following categories and fields: “farmers' organisations, small 

businesses, the crafts sector, the liberal professions, the social economy (mutuals, cooperatives, 

foundations and non-profit associations), consumer and environmental organisations, associations 

representing family, women's and gender equality issues, youth, minority and underprivileged groups, 

people with disabilities, the voluntary sector and the medical, legal, scientific and academic 

communities” (Cîrlig, 2020). The diversity of Group III ensures that the voice of marginalized and 

underrepresented social groups is heard at the EU level. Indeed, the main priority of these members is to 

“strengthen participatory democracy across the European Union and to make sure that EESC opinions 

on EU legislative proposals reflect the interests of all Europeans” (EESC Group III, 2010). It is interesting 

to note that Group III’s work is a good example of the collaborative attitude present inside the European 

Economic and Social Committee and shows that the EESC mission to present a united civil society voice 

at the European level can be achieved through constructive dialogues and compromises. Indeed, the 

Group brings together representatives from diverse interest groups, sometimes even with conflicting 

agendas, and yet it is able to achieve consensus on key issues. This ability to unify different and diverging 

perspectives reflects the collective strength of European civil society at the EESC and it reinforces its 

role and credibility in the eyes of the main European institutions. 
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Summary Table – EESC Composition 

GROUP NAME COMPOSITION 

Group I Employers Private and public sectors of industry, small businesses, 

chambers of commerce, wholesale and retail trade, banking 

and insurance, transport, and agriculture. 

Group II Workers Trade unions, confederations, and sectoral federations. 

Group III Organized Civil Society Farmers' organisations, small businesses, the crafts sector, the 

liberal professions, the social economy (mutuals, 

cooperatives, foundations and non-profit associations), 

consumer and environmental organisations, associations 

representing family, women's and gender equality issues, 

youth, minority and underprivileged groups, people with 

disabilities, the voluntary sector and the medical, legal, 

scientific and academic communities. 
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The EESC Rules of Procedure (European Economic and Social Committee, 2010b) describe the 

internal structure of the Committee. This is composed of four main bodies: the Presidency, the Bureau, 

the Assembly, and the Sections, which work together to ensure the current functioning of the Committee 

and its delivery of opinions. 

The Presidency 

Article 303 of the TFEU describes the characteristics of the Presidency. This is composed by the 

President of the EESC and two Vice-Presidents, respectively given the task of presiding the Commission 

for Financial and Budgetary and the Communication Commission (Cîrlig, 2020). President and vice-

presidents are elected every 2.5 years. In order to maintain the balance of interests, the President is always 

elected on rotation from one of the three Groups. The tasks of the presidency are several. For what 

concerns the President, its main role is to represent the EESC during internal and external meetings and 

“convening the Committee when required to adopt the opinions requested by the institutions or when the 

EESC chooses to deliver its own opinion on any EU matter” (Cîrlig, 2020). The current President of the 

EESC is Oliver Röpke, from Group II. He first started as a member of the EESC in 2009 and has 

previously worked at the Austrian Trade Union Federation (ÖGB) and as a representative to European 

institutions and ETUC (European Economic and Social Committee, 2023b). 

The Bureau 

The body in charge of the coordination and preparation of the Committee is the EESC Bureau. It is 

composed of “the President, the two Vice-Presidents; the three Group Presidents; the Section Presidents; 

a variable number of members, totalling no more than the number of Member States” (Cîrlig, 2020). 

The Assembly 

The assembly corresponds to the EESC plenary session. This takes place at the European Parliament, 

where all members gather together nine times a year to discuss and adopt the opinions. Opinions are 

approved by a simple majority. 

 

 



50 

 

The Sections 

In addition to being part of the three Groups, members must be part of at least one of the EESC Sections. 

These are groups of members meant to work on specific issues. Members of the EESC can decide to join 

one or more sections depending on their interest and expertise. The EESC sections are 6:  

- ECO - Economic and Monetary Union and Economic and Social Cohesion,  

- INT - Single Market, Production and Consumption,  

- TEN - Transport, Energy, Infrastructure and the Information Society,  

- SOC - Employment, Social Affairs and Citizenship,  

- NAT- Agriculture, Rural Development and the Environment,  

- REX - External Relations.  

In addition to the six sections the Consultative Commission on Industrial Chage (CCMI) had been set up 

after the expiration of the consultative committee of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) 

(European Economic and Social Committee, 2010a). The organization of the six sections reflects that of 

the EESC as a whole. Each section is composed by a Section President, a Bureau, and a dedicated 

secretariat. The set up of each section also follows the calendar of the Presidency: President and members 

are elected every 2.5 years. Within the Sections is where opinions are drafted through a collaborative 

process. 

In addition to the sections, the EESC has established three working observatories to monitor specific 

issues. The Single Market Observatory (SMO) operating since 1994 under the supervision of the INT 

Section, the Labour Market Observatory (LMO) operating since 2007 under the supervision of the SOC 

Section and the Sustainable Development Observatory (SDO), operating since 2006 under the 

supervision of the NAT Section (European Economic and Social Committee, 2010a). The Committee 

can also set up additional bodies, such as temporary and permanent study groups, subcommittees, ad hoc 

groups. 
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Consultations and Opinions 

 

As mentioned previously in this chapter, the primary responsibility of the European Economic 

and Social Committee is to produce advisory opinions on a range of issues. These opinions vary 

according to the type of consultation initiated and fall into three main categories, each corresponding to 

a specific form of consultation. 

 

Mandatory Opinions 

Mandatory opinions are those directly requested by the European Commission, the Council, or the 

European Parliament. Currently, there are fourteen policy areas in which these EU institutions are 

required to consult the EESC, as specified in the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 

(TFEU). The mandatory areas have been chosen as a way to ensure that the EESC position is considered 

in key policy decisions (European Parliament, 2024). The areas are the following: 

• Agricultural policy (Article 43); 

• Free movement of persons and services (Articles 46, 50 and 59); 

• Transport policy (Articles 91, 95 and 100); 

• Harmonisation of indirect taxation (Article 113); 

• Approximation of laws on the single market (Articles 114 and 115); 

• Employment policy (Articles 148, 149 and 153); 

• Social policy, education, vocational training, and youth (Articles 156, 165 and 166); 

• Public health (Article 168); 

• Consumer protection (Article 169); 

• Trans-European networks (Article 172); 

• Industrial policy (Article 173); 

• Economic, social, and territorial cohesion (Article 175); 

• Research and technological development and space (Articles 182 and 188); 

• The environment (Article 192). 

 



52 

 

Exploratory Opinions 

Exploratory opinions are opinions produced by the EESC when specifically requested by the European 

Parliament, Commission, or Council on topics outside of the mandatory consultation areas. This kind of 

opinions create a possibility for the EESC to offer proactive advice on emerging issues, and it is a way 

in which EU institutions recognize the value and expertise of civil society and direct social dialogue 

(European Parliament, 2024). 

 

Own-Initiative Opinions 

Own-Initiative opinions are opinions issued independently by the EESC that allow the Committee to 

address the issues it considers critical without a formal request from EU institutions. There are a few 

positive aspects in producing this kind of opinions. For example, they allow the EESC to advocate for 

specific issues without delay and reinforce its positions on key topics. Another positive aspect of own-

initiative opinions is the possibility to anticipate institutional actions, and, therefore making the EESC 

position officially known and difficult to ignore. Indeed, these opinions are considered very important 

for the Committee’s own work and reputation because they enhance the Committee’s influence and 

ensure its perspectives on crucial topics are herd (Cîrlig, 2020). 

Data from the EESC 2023 Annual Activity Report (European Economic and Social Committee, 2023a) 

shows that among a total of 213 opinions and reports adopted in 2023, 130 were exploratory opinions, 

47 own initiative opinions and 31 exploratory opinions. 

 

 

 

 

 6 - Annual Activity Report 2023 
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The lifecycle of an EESC opinion begins with either the request from the European Parliament, 

Commission, or Council or the EESC’s own initiative. The opinion is firstly assigned to a specific 

section, selected by the bureau based on its area of expertise. Once assigned, the section’s bureau creates 

a dedicated study group, composed of available members with relevant backgrounds equally chosen from 

the three Groups, and appoints a rapporteur to lead the drafting of the opinion itself. The study group 

members are selected from the three Groups to maintain a balance between their interests. They 

participate in the discussions and give their input and point of view on the topic of the opinion. The study 

group meets two or three times. It discusses various perspectives and their views on the topic and if 

necessary, they consult with experts. The aim of the study group meeting is for members to work 

collaboratively to define the content of the opinion. The rapporteur is then in charge of drafting the 

opinion, making sure to incorporate all inputs from these discussions. In some cases, when the topic is 

particularly narrow or the rapporteur requests it, the rapporteur can work with an external advisor to 

ensure that the opinion is accurate and concise. After the first draft of the opinion is complete, it goes 

through several stages of review and amendment within the study group, the sections meeting and, lastly, 

the plenary session. Once the opinion is formally adopted by the EESC’s plenary assembly, it is submitted 

to the EU institution that requested it  (European Economic and Social Committee, 2015) and published 

on the Official Journal of the European Union  (Westlake, 2009).  
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Strengths and Weaknesses of the EESC 

 

The European Economic and Social Committee’s role as a consultative body is characterized by 

several strengths and weaknesses that have an impact on its work and influence on other EU institutions. 

Scholars have highlighted the Committee’s effectiveness in fostering civil dialogue as one of its greatest 

strengths, and they consider it as a unique forum where members of organized civil society exchange 

views distinctively from the European Parliament (Smismans, 2002). Unlike other EU bodies, the EESC 

is structured in a way that allows the various socio-economic groups to contribute to the discussion with 

perspectives that may otherwise lack a formal representation. This is especially beneficial for smaller or 

less powerful interest groups, such as those represented in Group III, including environmental NGOs, 

youth advocates, and disability rights organizations, who may struggle to make their voices heard through 

the practices of traditional lobbying. As Smismans (2002) notes, this characteristic of the EESC is 

particularly valuable in balancing the representation between strong business interests and weaker social 

interests. Another strength of the Committee lies in its legal base, which grants it a direct institutional 

connections with the European Parliament, Council, and Commission and provides it with formal access 

to MEPs and other key figures at the EU level (Hönnige and Panke, 2016). These features put the 

Committee in a unique position as they make it able to act strategically, often ahead of other lobbying 

organizations, by taking advantage of its direct connections to advocate effectively on behalf of the 

interests it represents. Such access is important for the Committee because it enhances its capacity to 

increases the chances of making civil society voices heard by EU policy makers. Another strength lies in 

the transparency of the EESC’s proceedings (Smismans, 2002). The Committee’s work gives the public 

access to all its opinions, its section meetings and plenary sessions by providing free quality online 

streaming. This transparency strengthens the EESC’s legitimacy and aligns with its goal of ensuring 

accountability in the EU decision-making process. Additionally, a study carried out on behalf of the 

EESC shows that the Committee is able to positively play an intermediary role between citizens and 

formal institutions by promoting citizen engagement and promoting participatory democracy (Lironi and 

Peta, 2017). Lastly, the structure of the EESC, with members selected from national socio-economic 

organizations reinforces its effectiveness as a representative body because its members maintain close 

ties with their national groups. Consequently, this facilitates the authentic and genuine representations of 

their respective interests. 
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A defining characteristic of the European Economic and Social Committee’s work is that it is “consensus-

driven” (Hönnige and Panke, 2013, p. 3). This can clearly be seen during the process of approval of its 

opinions, which takes place during the plenary sessions. The EESC’s goal is to “express the agreement 

of the socio-economic actors on the issue in question” (Smismans, 2002, p. 8). According to Smismans 

(2002), the Committee seeks consensus so that its opinions carry more weight when presented to the 

Council, Commission, and Parliament. Consensus strengthens the EESC's influence and emphasizes the 

EESC’s commitment to presenting a balanced and representative stance on EU policies, since fragmented 

opinions are likely to be perceived as weaker and less representative. However, achieving consensus is 

often challenging, particularly on contentious issues where Groups I (employers) and II (workers) hold 

opposing views. Because of this search for consensus, often the Committee discussions taking place 

during plenary sessions have been criticized as “lacking the excitement of political debate” (Westlake, 

2009). 

Despite its many strengths, the EESC has significant structural constraints that limit its authority 

at the EU level. The most evident limitation is the non-binding nature of its opinions: EU institutions are 

not obligated to follow EESC recommendations, and the Committee lacks voting rights on new 

legislation. Furthermore, EU institutions can proceed with policy decisions even if the EESC fails to 

issue an opinion within the designated timeframe, which  further weakens the Committee’s influence 

(Cîrlig, 2020). Furthermore, it is challenging to quantify the direct impact of the Committee on EU 

decision making, due to the fact that its opinions are “not necessarily openly acknowledged” (Westlake, 

2009). Lastly, the diverse composition of the EESC, though definitely considered a strength in the 

literature and intended to give the possibility of representation to various socio-occupational interests, 

can sometimes have a negative impact by diluting some of the voices, making it challenging for 

underrepresented categories to influence the Committee’s decisions in an effective manner. 

According to Warleigh (2002), these constraints make it difficult for the EESC to establish and maintain 

its authority in policymaking.  A study carried out in 2013 on the influence of the EU consultative 

committees on EU decision-making process has found that “40 per cent of respondents fully ignore the 

advice given by EESC and CoR” (Hönnige and Panke, 2013, p. 20). The literature on the topic has found 

similar conclusions (Petrašević and Duić, 2016), (Hönnige and Panke, 2016). In the same study by 

Hönnige and Panke (2013) it has been noticed that the degree to which EU consultative Committees can 

impact policy decisions depends on several key factors. For example, the prompt submission of opinions 

is critical, as these need to reach EU institutions ahead of other stakeholders with competing interests. 



56 

 

Expertise on the topic is another significant factor in favour of the EESC, as opinions backed by 

specialized knowledge carry more authority in the eyes of the EU institutions. Additionally, they have 

found that when the Committee’s opinions align with the initial perspectives of the European Parliament 

or European Commission, they are more likely to be considered. As they state, “since the consultative 

committees have no formal vote, they are excluded from the negotiation process between the EP and the 

Council (and the European Commission). Thus, being able to formulate recommendations swiftly and 

being able to support them with high-quality arguments is the only formal window of opportunity for the 

EESC and the CoR to exert influence in the EU” (Hönnige and Panke, 2013, p. 16). 

A later study from the same authors (Hönnige and Panke, 2016) questioned the level of awareness of 

MEPs members of the Council in regard to EESC opinions. The results of the study show that the 

Committee’s formal involvement in legislative decision-making does not necessarily lead to increased 

awareness of its stances among the recipients of the opinions, because reading the Committee’s opinions 

is not mandatory for MEPs and members of the Council (Hönnige and Panke, 2016, p. 1). Therefore, 

many times opinions issued by EESC and CoR are not even read and their stances remain unknown or 

ignored. In order to be competitive, the EESC must work strategically. The authors suggest that the 

Committee should adopt a proactive approach rather than a reactive one, not only in their timing but also 

in the follow-up work after sending an opinion to the recipient institution (Hönnige and Panke, 2016). 

In response to its structural challenges and the related weaknesses of the EESC, and with the aim 

of maintaining its status and relevance, the Committee has progressively expanded its role beyond the 

advisory function outlined in the EU Treaties and has been able to change its role evolving from a non-

impactful consultative committee to a “pro-active informal forum of organized European civil society” 

(Magone, 2005) with the goal of strengthening its representative role (Abels, 2022) and bridging the gap 

between EU citizens and EU institutions. Starting in the 1990s, the Committee sought to redefine its role 

in the EU by launching initiatives designed to address the EU’s democratic deficit and by establishing a 

closer relationships with the European citizens (Smismans, 2002). On this regard, Smismans (2002) have 

identified three specific activities carried out by the Committee in the 1990s-2000s that show the 

commitment of the EESC to get closer to citizens and civil society and give both opportunities to let their 

voices be heard. These are: “the organization public hearings, […] collaboration with national socio-

economic committees, and […] engagement with socio-economic groups in non-EU countries” 

(Smismans, 2002, p. 10). Additionally, the Committee currently organizes a range of activities in order 

to actively engage citizens, such as the Civil Society Week, the Your Europe, Your Say! (YEYS) event, 
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the Organic Awards, and the European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI). These initiatives that include 

facilitating a dialogue that increases citizens’ awareness of EU activities, and the direct support of 

participatory democracy are what characterize the EESC as a bridge between civil society and EU 

institutions. Often citizens can perceive EU institutions as something distant for them, and thus 

unreachable. Because of this reason, the EESC has also expanded its functions to “inform citizens and 

civil society about the European Union, with the aim of bringing the EU closer to the people, reinforcing 

participatory democracy and advancing the role of civil society within and outside the EU” (Cîrlig, 2020, 

p. 2). 

In conclusion, it is possible to state that the European Economic and Social Committee has over time 

developed a dual function. On the one hand it has fought to be a starting point for civil society to directly 

engage in a dialogue with the EU institutions through its consultative role. On the other, it has initiated 

a new dialogue with EU citizens through different events and initiatives. Despite its limited formal power 

compared to other EU institutions, the EESC still maintain its status and influences policymaking (Abels, 

2022). Since it is has been bult to have a voice but no vote, its non-binding opinions have greater impact 

when they are submitted early in the legislative process because they provide an opportunity to influence 

decisions even without a formal vote (Hönnige and Panke, 2013). This strategic timing, along with its 

advocacy efforts for social inclusion, highlights the EESC's capacity to contribute meaningfully to the 

EU’s democratic processes. Over time, the EESC has become a “champion of the civil dialogue” (Cîrlig, 

2020) in Europe and a “major forum to structure organized civil society in order that t is able to play a 

meaningful role in the social dialogue” (Magone, 2005). 
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EESC Italian Members Representing Worker’s Rights 

 

The final section of this chapter describes the appointment procedures for EESC members in Italy 

and analyzes the profiles of the Italian representatives in Group II. The aim is to provide a description of 

the EESC appointment procedures, as they are different in all Members States, and often it is not easy to 

find clear information on it. By using one Member State as an example, the section provides a deeper 

understanding of how Italy selects its members for the EESC, as well as the background of the Italian 

members representing workers interests.  

As previously discussed, there is no standardized appointment procedure for EESC members across 

member states, as each country is allowed to follow its own rules when nominating candidates for an 

EESC mandate. All members of the EESC are initially selected by each Member-State and subsequently 

appointed by the Council and each country has the autonomy to establish its own national selection 

procedures (Hönnige and Panke, 2016). This section describes Italy’s specific process of appointment, 

detailing how various ministries are in charge of a number of nominations based on their competencies. 

These ministries are in charge of making sure the nomination criteria are followed, and they coordinate 

with civil society organizations to identify the candidates. 

The section also includes an in-depth analysis of the professional profiles of the eight Italian members 

currently serving in Group II, all of whom represent organized labor interests. It considers the length of 

their service at the EESC, the trade unions and organizations they represent, and their professional 

backgrounds. By outlining the Italian appointment process and analyzing the profiles of these 

representatives, this section shows how Italian members of Group II contributes to the EESC’s work. 

The findings reflect the alignment between the members’ professional focus and the Committee’s 

priorities, in particular in the advocacy for social sustainability. They also show the commitment of some 

of these members to bridging the gap between how socio-economic justice and environmental issues are 

dealt with. 
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Appointment Procedure in Italy 

 

It is challenging to find detailed, clear, and transparent information on Italy's nomination process 

for EESC members through official government or EU websites. The EESC website simply notes that 

each member state follows its own procedure for nominating candidates. However, more insight into the 

Italian process for this thesis is provided by scholarly research, such as that of Irigoien Domínguez 

(2019), and through direct conversations from Italian EESC members (European Economic and Social 

Committee, 2024a). 

In Italy, the nomination process is constituted of various stages and a few key stakeholders. When an 

EESC mandate is near its conclusion, the Council sends official letters to the Permanent Representations 

of the Member States based in Brussels through which it requests the submission of a list of nominations 

for the upcoming term. These Permanent Representations then forward the Council’s request to the 

respective national governments, which distribute responsibility for nominations among their relevant 

Ministries. In Italy, this typically includes the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, which oversees 

nominations for Group II (workers), the Ministry of Economy and Finance, which oversees the 

nominations for Group I (employers), while other ministries are responsible for the nominations of  

Group III (civil society). These ministries determine how many members need to be appointed (usually 

eight per group in Italy) and coordinate the process with the relevant civil society organizations. It is 

important that the balance between the three Groups is maintained, otherwise the proposed list might not 

be accepted by the Council due to an unbalanced representation of interests.  

During this stage, Ministries consult the list of members nominated for previous mandates in order to 

assess the composition of the delegation while retaining the discretion to implement changes. 

Governments exercise the final decision-making power, as they may decide to alter the list of 

organizations that have the task of nominating members. Once the organizations have identified their list 

of candidates, they submit the proposed list to the corresponding Ministries, which then forward it to the 

government. The final list of  proposed members finally reaches the Council for the final vote and 

approval. After the Council reviews the submissions, the final list of members is published in the Official 

Journal of the European Union, thus officially confirming their appointment. The whole appointment 

process is long and involves several step and it can take up to 6 months to be completed. 
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The selection process of members is carried out internally by the single organization contacted by the 

different Ministries. The criteria include language proficiency, professional experience, familiarity with 

EU affairs, and suitability for representing the interests of their group. Political considerations and the 

government’s strategic priorities may also influence the final selection (Irigoien Domínguez, 2019). Once 

appointed, the members can choose which EESC group (Group I, II, or III) they wish to join. However, 

not all applicants may be accepted into a Group and may instead remain unaffiliated. To address the 

rights of unaffiliated members, the EESC has introduced a new code of conduct in order to ensure their 

participation and representation (‘Italian Member of Group II - personal interview’, 2024). 
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Italian Members affiliated to Group II - Profiles 

 

There are currently 8 Italian members belonging to Group II (European Economic and Social 

Committee, 2024b): 

Giulia Barbucci has been a member of the EESC since 2015 and is currently serving her second term as 

a member of the Committee. During the 2020–2023 presidential mandate, she was elected Vice-President 

of the Plenary Assembly, with the responsibility to check on the Committee’s budget (European 

Economic and Social Committee, 2020). Her election coincided with the start of the COVID-19 

pandemic; a period marked by significant socio-economic challenges. At that same time the trade union 

for which she works, the Italian General Confederation of Labour (CGIL), was actively advocating for 

measures to ensure that workers either retained their jobs or received income support when they found 

themselves unemployed due to the pandemic (Lecca, 2020). During her presidential mandate Barbucci 

focused on advancing the agenda on gender equality, female employment, and the protection of workers’ 

rights, following the mission of CGIL (ANSA, 2020). Barbucci has a strong professional background in 

the European and International Policy Department of CGIL, where she has been working since 1989. 

Over the years, she has dedicated her work to safeguarding workers’ rights, with a particular emphasis 

Figure 8 - List of Group II Italian members 
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on gender equality. Today, she also serves as the point of contact for CGIL’s European Office in Brussels, 

which plays an important role in strengthening the trade union’s presence at the European level. The 

mission of this office is mainly liaising with EU institutions such as the Commission, Parliament, and 

Council, as well as fostering relationships with the EESC and European organizations like the European 

Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) (CGIL, 2023). In an interview held in 2023, Barbucci reflected on 

her mandate, highlighting the challenges of taking of the role of vice-president during the start of the 

pandemic, a time when the Committee faced significant difficulties due to unpreparedness for such an 

unprecedented situation (Giulia Barbucci - End of mandate | EESC [Interview], 2023). Despite these 

unusual working conditions, her attitude is very positive, and she especially stressed her commitment to 

foster equality and inclusivity within the Committee. At the EESC, she is an extremely active member 

of the TEN (Transport, Energy, Infrastructure and the Information Society) and SOC (Employment, 

Social Affairs and Citizenship) sections, shown by her contribution to opinions with a particular focus 

on workers’ rights and energy policies, that include TEN/759 – Social Climate Fund and TEN/702 – 

Evaluating the European Energy Union: The Social and Societal Dimension of the Energy Transition. 

She has also served as rapporteur for several opinions, including SOC/568 – A Socially Sustainable 

Concept for the Digital Era, SOC/633 – Gender Equality Strategy and TEN/666 – Sustainable Mobility 

for Europe. 

Silvestre Bertolini has been a member of the EESC since 2020, and is currently serving his second 

mandate. Since 2018, he has been working as the President for Manageritalia Services at CIDA, a trade 

union representing managerial professionals. Before assuming this role, Bertolini served as CEO of GfK 

Retail and Technology Italia. Within the EESC, Bertolini is a member of the ECO (Economic and 

Monetary Union, Economic and Social Cohesion) and REX (External Relations) sections. However, his 

participation in the EESC activities has been limited and shows no involvement in drafting opinions on 

his part. He is, however, part of an internal body of the Committee: the EESC’s Workers' Voice for More 

Democratic Participation (EESC, 2024c). 

Emilio Contrasto is currently serving his first mandate as a member of the EESC. Whitin the Committee 

he is a member of the ECO and SOC sections. Contrasto also holds the position of Head of the Credit 

Department at CONFSAL (General Confederation of Autonomous Workers' Trade Unions). His 

contributions to the activities of the EESC include his contribution to a few opinions, such as ECO/536 



63 

 

– Digital Operational Resilience and INT/920 – Retail Payments Strategy, showing his focus on financial 

and economic issues (EESC, 2024d). 

 

Cinzia Del Rio currently works as the Director of the International Department at UIL (Italian Labour 

Union). She has been a member of the EESC since 2015 and is currently serving as the President of the 

SOC section for the 2023–2025 mandate (European Economic and Social Committee, 2022b). She is 

also a member of the REX (External Relations) section. Del Rio is a highly active member of the 

Committee, and her work consistently focuses on the intersection of social issues and the transition to a 

green economy. She has been a member of the study group for the opinion NAT/933 Towards a More 

Social European Green Deal (EESC, 2024e) and a rapporteur for other numerous opinions, including 

SOC/755 – Competence and Skill Development in a Context of the Green and Digital Transition and 

REX/532 – Sustainable Supply Chains and Decent Work in International Trade. 

Nicoletta Merlo is among the youngest members so the Committee and the youngest member of the 

Italian delegation. Merlo works as the National Head of Youth Policies at CISL, which she represents at 

the Italian National Youth Council. She has been working with the European Trade Union 

Confederation (ETUC) since 2017 and has been a member of the European Economic and Social 

Committee since 2020 (European Economic and Social Committee, 2022a). She is a very active members 

of the Committee, in particular working on opinions at the SOC and NAT (Agriculture, Rural 

Development and the Environment) sections. As a rapporteur, she has led opinions related to youth 

engagement such as NAT/893 – The Role of Youth in Rural Development, SOC/753 – Young People’s 

Role in the Green Transition and SOC/728 – The EU Youth Test (EESC, 2024f). She is also involved in 

several study groups, including NAT/927 – A Blueprint for a European Green and Social Deal, Based 

on a Wellbeing Economy and NAT/935 – Fostering Sustainable and Resilient Food Systems at Times of 

Growing Crises. Her focus goes form topics like climate finance to the EU's climate adaptation strategy 

and the 'Fit for 55' package. 

Andrea Mone has been a member of the EESC since 2020 and works as the representative for European 

Policies at the Italian Confederation of Workers' Unions (CISL). He is a member of the ECO, INT (Single 

Market, Production and Consumption), and CCMI (Consultative Commission on Industrial Change) 

sections. Mone is a fairly active member of the Committee, and he primarily focuses on industry and 

sustainable growth. He has contributed to opinions on the integration of industrial strategies into the 

green transition such as INT/972 – Action Plan for the Social Economy, ECO/551 – Beyond GDP 
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Measures for a Successful Recovery and a Sustainable and Resilient EU Economy and INT/1027 – Green 

Deal Industrial Plan. Additionally, Mone participates in the Sustainable Development Observatory, 

which shows its commitment to sustainability (EESC, 2024g). 

Angelo Pagliara has been a member of the EESC since 2020 and represents the Executive Committee of 

UILTemp, the federation of non-standard workers within the Italian Labour Union (UIL). He is a member 

of the INT and TEN sections, and his work at the EESC focuses on issues related to the Green Deal, 

sustainable development, digitalization and AI. As a highly active member his contributions include 

opinions such as TEN/784 – Energy Markets, NAT/886 – Policy Framework for Bio-Based, 

Biodegradable and Compostable Plastics, INT/1037 – Social Economy Package, INT/1065 – 

Recalibrating the Green Deal and INT/968 – Consumers and Green Transition (EESC, 2024h). 

Stefano Palmieri works at the European and International Policy Department of the Italian General 

Confederation of Labour (CGIL). He is a long-time member of the EESC, having been working at the 

Committee since 2009 and is currently a member of the ECO and INT sections. Palmieri’s work at the 

Committee focuses on sustainability, cohesion policy, and economic governance. Over the years, he has 

worked on numerous opinions, such as NAT/531 – Monitoring Report of the EU Sustainable 

Development Strategy, REX/558 – International Ocean Governance, SOC/407 - Strengthening EU 

cohesion and EU social policy coordination and ECO/640 - Revision of the Territorial Agenda 2030 

(EESC, 2024i). During the previous term, Palmieri served as President of the Europe 2020 Steering 

Committee and today he holds the position of Vice President of the ECO section, emphasizing his 

leadership role at the Committee (European Economic and Social Committee, 2017). Palmieri has also 

participated in broader EESC related initiatives, such as the event on the Geopolitics of the Green Deal 

and the Sustainable Development Observatory. 

Overall, The Italian members of Group II bring a diverse range of professional backgrounds and 

expertise to their roles. This diversity is shown by their affiliation with various sections of the EESC and 

their respective professional experiences. While their primary focus lies on social issues such as labour 

rights and social inclusion, a strong emphasis on the green transition and on the connection between 

environmental and social sustainability is also evident in their contribution. Together they demonstrate a 

significant activity inside the Committee, with several members occupying key hierarchical positions as 

well as taking on the role of rapporteur for numerous opinions. Most members are also involved in 
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drafting opinions as study group members and in this way, they contribute to the Committee’s work on 

many and diverse topics.  

The members are primarily affiliated with the ECO (Economic and Monetary Union, Economic and 

Social Cohesion), SOC (Employment, Social Affairs and Citizenship), INT (Single Market, Production 

and Consumption), and TEN (Transport, Energy, Infrastructure and the Information Society) sections. 

These affiliations reflect their engagement with the socio-economic policy areas related to labor rights, 

economic governance, and social cohesion. For instance, members like Giulia Barbucci and Cinzia Del 

Rio have deep roots in the context of Italian trade unions and are highly active in the SOC section, which 

reflects their expertise in workers’ rights and social justice. While Stefano Palmieri works very actively 

in the ECO and INT sections on topics reflecting his expertise in economic governance. Looking at the 

backgrounds of the Italian members of Group II further demonstrates their commitment to represent the 

interest of organized labor by addressing social issues. Barbucci and Palmieri, for example, are both 

associated with the Italian General Confederation of Labour (CGIL), and therefore bring a long 

experience in labor rights. Similarly, Cinzia Del Rio’s role as Director of the International Department 

at the Italian Labour Union (UIL) shows the interest for international social dialogue and sustainability 

initiatives. Finally, members like Nicoletta Merlo show an additional focus on youth policies and their 

intersection with social and environmental challenges. There are also several members, such as Andrea 

Mone and Angelo Pagliara, that extend their focus beyond the concerns typical of trade unions in order 

to address new challenges in the areas of industry, sustainable development, and digital transformation. 

Mone’s work in sustainable growth and Pagliara’s work on digitalization and the use of AI are an 

example of this. 

Overall, their profiles and their work at the EESC describes an interconnectedness between social justice 

and sustainability, that aligns with the broader goals of the European Green Deal. Together, the members 

balance their diverse expertise and give significant contributions to the work of the Committee by 

demonstrating being active members and engaging in study groups and roles as rapporteurs. And in line 

with the interests they represent, they show a strong commitment to address social challenges while 

increasingly integrating environmental considerations into their work. 
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CHAPTER 3 - ANALYSIS RESULTS AND DISCUSSION: A CALL FOR A GREEN AND 

SOCIAL DEAL 

 

Chapter 3 examines the European Green Deal from the perspective of civil society. It focuses on 

organized civil society and trade unions’ view on its social sustainability aspects. The chapter explores 

how the Green Deal addresses, or fails to address, key social issues such as workers' rights and the 

principles of a just transition. It emphasizes the role of civil society in shaping and critiquing these 

policies and offers insights into how the Green Deal might be improved to better align its environmental 

goals with social justice. 

The analysis begins with a review of ten opinions from the European Economic and Social Committee. 

It categorizes and analyse them by considering their nature (whether mandatory, exploratory, or own-

initiative) and by identifying the groups to which the rapporteur belongs to. The chapter then explores 

the content of the opinions by identifying the positive and negative aspects of the Green Deal, alongside 

the proposed policy recommendations. The same structure is followed to analyse the two papers from 

the European Trade Union Confederation. Finally, a comparative analysis is made between the two 

organizations, comparing the findings from the EESC opinions and the ETUC. 
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OPINIONS OF EUROPEAN CIVIL SOCIETY ON THE EUROPEAN GREEN DEAL:               

A CALL FOR A GREEN AND SOCIAL DEAL 

 

Analysis of the Type of Opinion 

 

OPINION MANDATORY EXPLORATORY OWN-INITIATIVE 

ECO/504 

Just Transition Fund 

and amendments to 

the Common 

Provisions Regulation 

Mandatory opinion 

(Parliament) 

  

ECO/505 

European Green Deal 

Investment Plan 

Mandatory opinion 

(Commission) 

  

SOC/636 

Towards an EU 

strategy for 

enhancing green 

skills and 

competences for all 

  Own-initiative opinion 

TEN/729 

Strategy for 

sustainable and smart 

mobility 

Mandatory opinion 

(Commission) 

  

SOC/770 

The climate crisis and 

its effect on 

vulnerable groups 

  Own-initiative opinion 

INT/1065 

How to recalibrate 

the Green Deal that it 

fits for purpose 

  Own-initiative opinion 



68 

 

INT/1068 

What EU policies are 

needed for 

enterprises/business 

to become 

competitive in a fair, 

sustainable, stronger 

and more resilient 

way to realize the 

European Green Deal 

 Exploratory opinion: 

Hungarian Presidency 

of the Council 

 

NAT/927 

A Blueprint for a 

European Green and 

Social Deal, based on 

a wellbeing economy 

  Own-initiative opinion 

NAT/933 

Towards a just 

transition legislative 

proposal and EU 

policy tools that 

enable a more social 

European Green Deal 

  Own-initiative opinion 

TEN/836 

Labour and skills 

shortages in 

transport, energy, 

infrastructure and the 

digital sector 

  Own-initiative opinion 

 

First of all, analysing the types of the ten opinions produced by the EESC and chosen for this 

analysis shows a mix of mandatory, exploratory, and own-initiative opinions. More specifically, the 

sample is composed by three mandatory opinions, one exploratory opinion, and six own-initiative 

opinions. This differentiation reflects the way in which the EESC engages with the topics related to the 

European Green Deal and the Just Transition and the predominance of own-initiative opinions shows the 

critical importance that European civil society gives to these topics. Indeed, own-initiative opinions allow 



69 

 

the EESC to proactively address issues that may not yet be on the agenda of EU institutions but are 

considered significant by organized civil society. It is also a way for the EESC to timely give their point 

of view and having higher chances of influencing the decision-making process. The production of own-

initiative opinions on this topic highlights the desire of civil society to contribute to EU policymaking 

regarding the Green Deal, particularly on topics like social justice and the just transition. The inclusion 

of mandatory and exploratory opinions in the analysis is equally important because these opinions ensure 

that the EESC fulfils its advisory role following the requests from EU institutions, and that social 

dialogue is maintained. Exploratory opinions, by contrast, represent opportunities for EU institutions to 

seek specific insights from the EESC, which can be later use in specific policy development. Here only 

one opinion of this kind is present. The present mix of opinion types shows both the formal, 

institutionalized contributions of the EESC and the proactive, independent initiatives undertaken by civil 

society. Interestingly, it shows a strong desire of the EESC to contribute to the topic even beyond the 

mandatory framework. 
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Group Analysis  

 

OPINION GROUP I GROUP II GROUP III 

ECO/504 

Just Transition Fund 

and amendments to 

the Common 

Provisions Regulation 

 Rapporteur: 

Ester Vitale 

 

ECO/505 

European Green Deal 

Investment Plan 

  Rapporteur: 

Carlos Trias Pintó 

 

SOC/636 

Towards an EU 

strategy for 

enhancing green 

skills and 

competences for all 

 Rapporteur: 

Tatjana Babrauskienė 

 

TEN/729 

Strategy for 

sustainable and smart 

mobility 

Rapporteur: 

Stefan Back 

  

SOC/770 

The climate crisis and 

its effect on 

vulnerable groups 

  Rapporteur: 

Ioannis Vardakastanis 

INT/1065 

How to recalibrate 

the Green Deal that it 

fits for purpose 

Rapporteur: 

Alena Mastantuono 

  

INT/1068 

What EU policies are 

needed for 

enterprises/business 

to become 

competitive in a fair, 

sustainable, stronger 

Rapporteur: 

Felipe Medina 
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and more resilient 

way to realize the 

European Green Deal 

NAT/927 

A Blueprint for a 

European Green and 

Social Deal, based on 

a wellbeing economy 

 Rapporteur: 

Maria Nikolopoulou 

 

NAT/933 

Towards a just 

transition legislative 

proposal and EU 

policy tools that 

enable a more social 

European Green Deal 

 Rapporteur: 

Dirk Bergrath 

 

TEN/836 

Labour and skills 

shortages in 

transport, energy, 

infrastructure and the 

digital sector 

 Rapporteur: 

Thomas Kattnig 

 

 

An analysis of the rapporteurs of each EESC opinion shows greater representation from Group 

II, with five out of ten opinions having rapporteurs affiliated with this group. In comparison, three 

opinions have rapporteurs from Group I, and two from Group III. This distribution highlights the strong 

engagement of Group II in working on topics related to the European Green Deal and the just transition. 

This proactive involvement of Group II shows their particular concern with the profound implications of 

the green transition and that trade unions view these topics as critical areas where their voice is essential 

to safeguard social justice and ensure that the transition is both fair and inclusive. However, the analysis 

also shows that Group I, representing employers, and Group III, representing various civil society 

organizations, are also sometimes rapporteurs, which indicates that the Green Deal and the just transition 

are viewed as issues that affect not only workers but also businesses and broader civil society. Overall, 

the distribution of rapporteurs illustrates the prominent role of Group II in driving discussions on the 

Green Deal while also emphasizing the collaborative nature of the EESC work, as it is important to 

remember that study groups must always include a balance number of representatives of the three Groups. 
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Analytical Categories Analysis 

 

The analysis of the EESC opinions and trade union reports reveals distinct themes regarding the 

European Green Deal's strengths, shortcomings, and recommendations. This section synthesizes the 

findings, categorized into three analytical dimensions:  

• Category 1: positive aspects of the Green Deal 

• Category 2: shortcomings and critiques 

• Category 3: policy recommendations 

 

ECO/504 - Just Transition Fund and amendments to the Common Provisions Regulation (EESC, 2020a)  

The EESC expresses strong support for the Just Transition Fund because of its holistic approach that 

incorporates the economic, social, industrial, and technological dimensions into the green transition. It 

recognizes the JTF as a critical instrument aligned with the European Green Deal's goals of achieving 

carbon neutrality by 2050. Another positive aspect noted in this opinion is the flexibility introduced in 

state aid rules, in particular for Member States heavily reliant on fossil fuels which aim to support 

employment issues. 

This opinion raises concerns about the adequacy of the Just Transition Fund, considering it insufficient 

to meet its social justice goals. It also critiques the lack of specificity in its financial framework, 

highlighting the risks of unevenly allocating resources. This could create disparities in how regions 

benefit from the JTF. 

To address these shortcomings this opinion calls for a significant increase in the Multiannual Financial 

Framework (MFF) allocation to the Green Deal and the JTF, proposing to give 40% of the EU’s to the 

Green Deal objectives about climate change. The opinion also calls for a stronger social dialogue and 

involvement of trade unions and NGOs in the planning and implementation of projects part of the JTF. 

In particular it states that “trade unions should be present at all stages of the just transition process in 

order to protect the interests of workers at different levels” (EESC, 2020a, p. 3). Another 

recommendation is the strengthening of the training and education systems needed to prepare workers 
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for the green transition, with a particular focus on marginalized groups. Lastly, the EESC recommends 

the publication of a comprehensive list of sustainable projects with the goal of sharing the best practices. 

 

ECO/505 - European Green Deal Investment Plan (EESC, 2020b) 

This opinion supports the European Green Deal Investment Plan (EGDIP), and it states its important role 

as the “investment pillar” of the Green Deal. It also supports the Just Transition Mechanism and the 

introduction of flexible state aid rules and as well as an EU fiscal governance that includes sustainability 

risks. 

The EESC is concerned about the Green Deal’s financial framework and the current implementation of 

its strategies. It questions whether the current €1 trillion of investments is sufficient to meet the €2.6 

trillion in additional investments estimated to be required by 2030 by the Green Deal Investment Pan. 

Furthermore, it criticizes the lack of consistent budgetary allocation to Green Deal objectives within the 

Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). The opinion also believes that the funding from the Just 

Transition Mechanism (JTM) are inadequate for its cope: the €7.5 billion currently allocated are 

insufficient to achieve the intended €100 billion investments. 

As for recommendations, the EESC calls for the introduction of a more ambitious taxonomy of 

sustainable activities, which should integrate the social dimensions and stresses the importance of 

fostering partnerships between public and private sectors. Additionally, the EESC recommends a better 

and stronger use of the Eurostat resources for sustainability related topics and to provide vocational 

training and specific education for green jobs. 

 

SOC/636 - Towards an EU strategy for enhancing green skills and competences for all (EESC, 2020c) 

The EESC recognizes the European Green Deal as a comprehensive EU strategy for addressing climate 

change and achieving climate neutrality by 2050. The opinion praises the European Commission’s 

European Skills Agenda and the idea of creating a European Competence Framework. It also considers 

the inclusion of the impact on the workforce on the Green Deal industrial strategy as a positive aspect. 

Firstly, the opinion criticizes the lack of a comprehensive EU-level strategy that supports the 

development of education and training in light of the green transition. Consequently, it also points out 
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the inadequate integration of environmental education in the existing school curricula and the absence of 

clear targets to foster green skills development. Indeed, the opinion shows that there are weak 

connections between environmental policies and employment and skills strategies that could result in 

insufficient anticipation and matching of the skills needed in the green transition. 

In the opinion the EESC proposes to create a comprehensive EU-level strategy that can serve as a 

guideline for green skills development and ensure equitable access to education and training for all, in 

line with the first principle of the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR), that should also be 

implemented. The strategy should be based on detailed studies of green skills and competence 

development in the EU Member States. The opinion also recommends increasing funding to foster 

inclusive education and training, especially in regard to green skills and competence development. The 

EESC additionally calls for the greening of the European Semester. Lastly, the EESC emphasizes the 

need for an effective social dialogue and partnerships with trade unions, civil society organizations, and 

educational institutions. 

 

TEN/729 - Strategy for sustainable and smart mobility (EESC, 2020d) 

The EESC supports the Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy and its integration into the European 

Green Deal. It highlights the critical role of sustainable transport in achieving climate neutrality. The 

Committee endorses the strategy's aim of "making all transport modes more sustainable and promoting 

a sustainable multimodal transport system" (EESC, 2020d, p. 4). It also supports the recognition of the 

role of women in the transport sector. 

The opinion identifies several gaps and weaknesses in the Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy, in 

particular its points out the inconsistency of the strategy with the environmental and social objectives of 

the Green Deal. Secondly, the EESC criticizes the lack of focus on the single market, competitiveness 

and digitalization. The opinion notes that despite its goals, the Strategy fails at crating actionable plans 

for its main goals, as it is in the case of transport workers and women working in this sector. Lastly it 

shows concerns about the situation of rural areas. 

The opinion starts by stating the need to strengthen the transport sector in the EU and that this should be 

a priority of the strategy. Secondly, it is recommended that the strategy be taken on the same ambitious 

level as the Green Deal in regard to environmental and social aspects. It also recommends that more 
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attention is needed to the strengthening of public transportation, in particular for rural areas, and that 

transport workers are fairly included in the strategy. Lastly it calls for a stronger social dialogue with 

civil society. 

 

SOC/770 - The climate crisis and its effect on vulnerable groups (EESC, 2023) 

The EESC welcomes existing social justice initiatives such as the Social Climate Fund, the EU Climate 

Adjustment Fund, the Cohesion Fund, the Just Transition Fund, and the Recovery and Resilience Facility, 

recognizing their potential to address social disparities and maintain social inclusion within the 

framework of the Green Deal. 

Despite acknowledging the importance of these initiatives, the opinion argues that their current measures 

are insufficient to achieve meaningful social justice and protect vulnerable groups under the Green Deal 

framework. The EESC also criticizes the lack of urgency in addressing social issues and the inadequacy 

of the funding allocated to initiatives like the Social Climate Fund and the Just Transition Mechanism. 

Furthermore, the EESC points out the risk of unemployment following the green transition, which will 

have a disproportionate effect on the social groups more affected by climate change, which are often the 

most vulnerable like children, elderly and migrants. 

The EESC advocates for the need of deeper research and insight on the effects of climate change and the 

green transition on the most vulnerable groups, in order to make the Green Deal ready to deal with these 

challenges. In particular a strong focus should be given to the aspect of intergenerational justice. The 

opinion also states the need of strong financial redistribution policies and supplementary initiative that 

aim at tackling the negative impacts of the green transition, for example reskilling and training. 

 

INT/1065 - How to recalibrate the Green Deal that it fits for purpose (EESC, 2024a) 

The EESC fully supports the Green Deal, acknowledging its ambitious goals. 

The opinion critiques the current lack of systematic monitoring, mapping, and assessment mechanisms 

for Green Deal implementation, which limits the transparency of its process and complicates the 

compliance with its strategies for Member States. The EESC also notes that under the current Green Deal 
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framework businesses, particularly SMEs face obstacles in its implementation because of excessive 

administrative burdens and regulatory complexity. 

This opinion calls for the need to review and recalibrate the European Green Deal: it should be adapted 

to the evolving global scenarios like geopolitical changes and social and economic developments. The 

EESC believes the Commission should set up as a comprehensive overview of all the measures that have 

been adopted so far under the European Green Deal framework and an online platform to group all 

financing tools.  It also suggests the introduction of more efficient monitoring and evaluation mechanisms 

and to give the EESC role in this matter. The EESC believes just transition should be at the core of the 

green deal and therefore suggests the creation of an EU Just Transition Observatory to monitor socio-

economic impacts as well as increasing the Just Transition Fund. The green deal should also have a better 

synergy with the EU industrial strategy. Lastly, the opinion calls for a stronger social dialogue. 

 

INT/1068 - What EU policies are needed for enterprises/business to become competitive in a fair, 

sustainable, stronger and more resilient way to realize the European Green Deal (EESC, 2024b) 

The EESC supports for the Council's proposal to create a European Competitiveness Deal, recognizing 

it as an initiative that complements the Green Deal objectives by fostering competitiveness and the single 

market and economic growth. The opinion highlights the importance of ensuring that the leaving no on 

behind principle is included in this process. 

Despite its support for the Green Deal, the opinion criticizes the fact that its high legislative output has 

created challenges for EU Member States and businesses, particularly in terms of implementation costs 

and timing of its measures. The lack of impact assessment involving civil society prior to the 

communication of Green Deal measures is highlighted as a major flaw because it undermines the 

inclusivity of the policy framework. The EESC also critiques the inflexibility of Green Deal measures: 

this complicates and delays their realization and diminishes their potential positive impact. Th opinion 

points out that technological solutions don’t always exist and are not always sufficient to achieve the 

green deal goals, since advancements in areas like energy storage remain inadequate to meet the current 

demands of the policy measures. Furthermore, the EESC notes the lack of a dedicated and comprehensive 

strategy to integrate the social dimension into the green and just transition. This lack disproportionately 

affects vulnerable groups and fails to address the economic challenges faced by European companies, 
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particularly SMEs, which find themselves struggling with additional administrative and financial 

burdens. 

To address these shortcomings, the EESC recommends more focus is given to strengthen European 

business competitiveness by giving more support to companies and introducing a competitiveness check 

before new Green Deal legislation is adopted. It is also important that institutions identify what specific 

policies companies need and that they apply the leaving no one behind principle. The opinion 

recommends that the EU applies a partnership approach to the Green Deal by developing common global 

standards. An increase in target investments is also recommended, in particular in research and 

development of new technologies and in education and training of works for the green transition. 

Additionally, the EU should focus on implementing the already adopted Green Deal legislation and make 

sure to strengthen social dialogue for future ones. 

 

NAT/927 - A Blueprint for a European Green and Social Deal, based on a wellbeing economy (EESC, 

2024j) 

The opinion emphasizes the EESC's strong support for integrating and following the concept of a 

"wellbeing economy" into the European Green Deal. The “wellbeing economy” is a policy and 

governance approach that prioritizes societal and environmental wellbeing alongside economic growth. 

This includes universal access to education, healthcare, social protection, and housing, as well as access 

to basic resources such as clean water, sustainable food, and affordable energy. 

This opinion criticizes the Green Deal for its insufficient integration of the measures for social inclusion, 

which do not respect the leaving no one behind principle. The EESC believes that there has been and 

continues to be poor social dialogue in regard to the green transition, especially with underrepresented 

groups. The opinion also criticizes the current economic model measured solely on GDP growth. Lastly, 

it believes current social justice funds under the green deal framework to be insufficient.  

To address these identified shortcomings the EESC envisions a change of paradigm in order to move 

toward an economy of wellbeing by moving away from a GDP based economy. This opinion suggests 

the need for increased investment in many areas of the Green Deal. First of all, private and public 

investment should be encouraged to research and development. Secondly funding for education and 

training is crucial in order to prepare future generations and workers for the green job market under of 
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the green transition. The EESC recommends EU institutions to keep the level of ambition of the green 

deal and to work to implement promptly the existing legislation. Special  attention should be given to 

European business: the opinion recommends an increase in funds to help during the green transition as 

well as reducing their bureaucratic burden. Overall, the Green Deal should implement actions that ensure 

intergenerational justice and have a more inclusive dialogue with civil society.  

 

NAT/933 - Towards a just transition legislative proposal and EU policy tools that enable a more social 

European Green Deal (EESC, 2024k) 

The EESC shows support for the European Green deal, especially for the just transition envisioned by it 

and all its policies and funding instruments, such as the Just Transition Fund and Social Climate Fund. 

It also welcomes the Council Recommendation on this topic. 

The opinion criticizes the little attention currently given to the just transition process under the Green 

Deal framework. the EESC criticizes the non-binding nature of the Council Recommendation of the just 

transition. It also believes that the Just Transition Fund and the Social Climate Fund are currently limited 

and insufficient in their size and scope to have long-lasting positive effects.  

To address the identified shortcomings, the EESC points out the need to strengthen the just transition 

into the framework of the Green Deal. The EESC also advocated for the creation of a comprehensive 

policy package in regard to the job market under the just transition framework. It suggest the creation of 

a Just Transition Observatory to map activities related to the just transition. The opinion also points out 

the need to increase funding and investments under the Just Transition Fund and Social Climate Fund. It 

also states the importance of mapping the job market to efficiently allocate these funds. Additionally, the 

EESC advocates dedicated education and training to upskill and reskills workers in view to the green 

transition. It is important that job transition pathways are created especially for the most affected 

territories. Another important point is the recommendation of giving incentives to SMEs. Furthermore, 

the EESC believes it is important to establish a stronger welfare and social protection system as well as 

cooperation with global partners.  Lastly, the opinion callas for strengthened social dialogue with civil 

society.   
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TEN/836 – Labour and skills shortages in transport, energy, infrastructure and the digital sector (EESC, 

2024l) 

The EESC welcomes the effort of the Commission to create an action plan to address the needs of labour 

and skilled workers, since this is a central matter of the Green Deal and the just transition. It also supports 

the goal of using education and skills development prepared for the green transition. 

The opinion criticizes the fact that the measures envisioned for the just transition under the Green Deal 

framework are insufficient and fear this will result in poor implementation of the strategies. 

To overcome these problems, the EESC believes that more ambitious measures in order to fulfil the just 

transition goals. The opinion first suggests that a clear definition of labor and skills that are needed in the 

green transition should be developed by Eurostat with the goal of gathering accurate data on the labour 

market. More research and mapping should be done define labour market demands of specific green 

skills. The opinion also states that special qualifications should be officially recognized in the EU and 

suggests the introduction of European qualification grants connected to reskilling programmes. In order 

to support EU companies, the opinion suggest they provide on the job-trainings for new workers. 

Additionally, the EESC recements the promotion of education policies in member states such as updating 

educations systems be in line with the future skills demand of the transition. Lastly, it recommends 

strengthening the dialogue with civil society and the involvement of social partners in regard to a labour 

market policy for the just transition and the Green Deal. 
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Summary of the findings: 

 

OPINION CATEGORY 1 

Positive Aspects of 

the Green Deal 

CATEGORY 2             

Shortcomings and 

Critiques 

CATEGORY 3 

Policy 

Recommendations 

ECO/504 - Just 

Transition Fund 

and amendments to 

the Common 

Provisions 

Regulation 

- Strong support for 

the Just Transition 

Fund. 

- Flexibility in state 

aid rules to 

support 

employment 

opportunities 

under the green 

transition. 

 

- Funds allocated to 

the just transition 

aspect of the 

Green Deal. 

- Imbalanced 

distribution of JTF 

money. 

 

- Substantial 

increase of the Just 

Transition Fund. 

- Stronger social 

dialogue. 

- Strengthening of 

the education and 

training systems. 

- Publication of a list 

of sustainable 

projects. 

ECO/505 - 

European Green 

Deal Investment 

Plan 

- Support of the 

European Green 

Deal Investment 

Plan. 

- Supports the Just 

Transition 

Mechanism. 

- EU fiscal 

governance. 

- EGDIP’s financial 

framework and 

implementation 

strategies. 

- Lack of coherence 

between the MFF 

and EGD budget 

allocation. 

- Insufficient funding 

of the JTM. 

 

 

 

 

- Better 

categorization of 

sustainable 

activities that 

integrates social 

dimensions. 

- Fostering 

partnerships 

between public and 

private sectors. 

- Better use of 

Eurostat data.  

- Specific training for 

green jobs and 

vocational training. 

 

SOC/636 - Towards 

an EU strategy for 

enhancing green 

skills and 

competences for all 

- Recognition of the 

European Green 

Deal as a 

comprehensive 

climate strategy. 

- Lack of a 

dedicated EU-level 

strategy 

recommendation 

for green skills. 

- Development of a 

comprehensive EU-

level strategy 

recommendation 

on green skills. 
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- Support for the 

European Skills 

Agenda and for a 

European 

Competence 

Framework. 

- Industrial strategy 

of the EGD 

includes impact on 

workers 

- Insufficient 

integration of 

environmental 

education in 

schools. 

- Weak connections 

between 

environmental and 

employment/skills 

policies. 

 

- Increased funding 

for education and 

training. 

- Greening of the 

European 

Semester. 

- Promotion of social 

dialogue with trade 

unions and civil 

society. 

TEN/729 - Strategy 

for sustainable and 

smart mobility 

- Supports the 

Sustainable and 

Smart Mobility 

Strategy as part of 

the EGD. 

- Recognition of 

women and 

transport workers 

in the transport 

sector. 

- Inconsistency 

between 

environmental and 

social objectives. 

- Lack of specific 

measures that 

address 

competitiveness 

and single-market 

issues. 

- No actionable 

commitments for 

some of its 

objectives. 

- Insufficient 

attention to rural 

areas and their 

transport 

challenges. 

- Strengthening of 

the transport 

sector in the EU. 

- Keep ambitious 

levels as the Green 

Deal. 

- Give more 

attention to rural 

areas and transport 

workers. 

- Ensure 

participatory social 

dialogue. 

 

SOC/770 - The 

climate crisis and 

its effect on 

vulnerable groups 

- Welcomes 

initiatives like the 

Social Climate 

Fund, Just 

Transition Fund, 

and Recovery and 

Resilience Facility. 

- Current initiatives 

are insufficient to 

achieve meaningful 

social inclusion. 

- Lack of urgency 

and funding in 

addressing social 

issues. 

- Vulnerable groups 

are inadequately 

protected against 

- Deeper research on 

the effect of 

climate change of 

vulnerable groups. 

- Focus of 

intergenerational 

justice. 

- Increase funding 

and develop 

supplementary 

instruments for 
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the unemployment 

risks derived from 

the green 

transition.  

social inclusion and 

sustainability. 

- Invest in reskilling 

programs 

 

INT/1065 - How to 

recalibrate the 

Green Deal that fits 

for purpose 

 

- Full support for 

Green Deal. 

- Emphasis on 

industrial strategy 

to maintain 

competitiveness. 

- Lack of systematic 

monitoring and 

mapping.  

- Regulatory 

complexity 

burdens SMEs. 

- Recalibration of the 

Green Deal. 

- Improved 

monitoring and 

mapping. 

- Streamlined 

regulatory 

processes. 

- Simplification of 

administrative 

processes. 

- Enhanced financing 

mechanisms.  

- Establishments of 

Just Transition 

Observatory. 

 

INT/1068 - What 

EU policies are 

needed for 

enterprises/busines

ses to become 

competitive in a 

fair, sustainable, 

stronger and more 

resilient way to 

realize the 

European Green 

Deal 

- Strong support for 

the Council's 

proposal to create 

a European 

Competitiveness 

Deal.  

- Emphasis on 

ensuring no one is 

left behind in the 

transition. 

- High legislative 

output of the 

Green Deal creates 

challenges for 

Member States 

and businesses 

(implementation 

costs and timing). 

- Lack of impact 

assessments 

involving civil 

society before the 

communication of 

Green Deal. 

- Technological 

solutions remain 

insufficient. 

- Absence of a 

comprehensive 

- Focus on business 

competitiveness. 

- Establish a 

stronger dialogue 

with civil society. 

- Establish 

partnership and 

common global 

standards. 

- Increase investment 

in research and 

development. 

- Promote education 

and training for the 

green transition.  

- Focus on already 

present Green Deal 

legislation. 
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strategy to 

integrate the social 

dimension into the 

green and just 

transition. 

- Significant 

administrative and 

financial burdens 

for small and 

medium-sized 

enterprises. 

NAT/927 - A 

Blueprint for a 

European Green 

and Social Deal, 

based on a 

wellbeing economy 

 

- Support for the 

Green Deal as a 

Green and Social 

Deal. 

- Emphasis on the 

"wellbeing 

economy" and 

universal access to 

basic resources 

and social services. 

- Insufficient 

integration of 

social dimensions 

in the Green Deal. 

- Inadequate 

funding for key 

social areas and 

reliance. 

- GDP-based 

measures. 

- Poor 

communication 

and accessibility of 

funding 

mechanisms. 

- Change of 

paradigm for 

economic 

development. 

- Increase investment 

and support for 

sustainable 

activities and R&D. 

- Increase social 

dialogue. 

- Funds for 

education and 

training. 

- Support businesses 

in the transition by 

reducing 

bureaucratic 

burdens. 

- Endure 

intergenerational 

justice. 

NAT/933 - Towards 

a just transition 

legislative proposal 

and EU policy tools 

that enable a more 

social European 

Green Deal 

 

- Recognizes the 

importance of a 

just transition 

within the EGD 

framework. 

- Welcomes the Just 

Transition Fund 

and the Social 

Climate Fund. 

- Non-binding 

nature of Council 

recommendation. 

- Insufficient size 

and scope of 

funding 

mechanisms. 

- Strengthen just 

transition in the 

EGD framework. 

- Set up of a Just 

Transition 

Observatory to 

map just transition 

activities.  
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- Welcomes Council 

Recommendation 

of just transition. 

- Increase funding 

for Just Transition 

Fund and Social 

Climate Fund. 

- Improve education 

and skills for the 

green transition. 

- Incentives for 

green skills and 

competitiveness of 

SMEs. 

- Better social 

dialogue. 

TEN/836 – Labour 

and skills shortages 

in transport, 

energy, 

infrastructure and 

the digital sector 

 

- Welcomes effort 

for an action plan 

for workers under 

the green 

transition 

framework. 

- Supports the 

development of 

green skills and 

education. 

- Insufficient 

implementation 

strategies for a 

just transition 

under the Green 

Deal. 

- More ambitious 

measures for a just 

transition. 

- Clearly defined the 

labour skills 

needed. 

- More research and 

mapping of the 

labour market. 

- Introducing 

European 

qualifications 

recognition and 

grants. 

- Promotion of 

educational 

policies. 

- Strengthening 

dialogue with civil 

society. 
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Results 

 

The analysis of the selected EESC opinions highlights a shared recognition and support among 

all of the EESC sections toward the European Green Deal, which is considered a positive and 

comprehensive strategy that addresses climate change while trying to promote social and economic 

sustainability.  

Across the opinions, several commonalities have been found, which reflect the overall support for the 

Green Deal as a whole and for specific key elements and policies. Among these key policies, the opinions 

show that the EESC strongly endorses the Just Transition Fund and the Just Transition Mechanism. These 

instruments are praised for being necessary tools aimed at mitigating the socio-economic challenges 

posed by the green transition and at ensuring that the leaving no one behind principle is respected. Indeed, 

the opinions consistently underline the importance of aligning climate objectives with social justice, a 

goal that, according to the EESC, should be central in the implementation of the European Green Deal. 

Among the Green Deal measures, European Green Deal Investment Plan (EGDIP) is widely supported 

for being the "investment pillar" of the Green Deal and for its potential to mobilize resources across 

different economic and social sectors. Additionally, the opinions express the EESC support for the Social 

Climate Fund and the Recovery and Resilience Facility. The promotion of education and green 

competences is also seen as a critical aspect of the Green Deal and on this note, the EESC shows support 

for the European Skills Agenda and the European Competence Framework as they are considered helpful  

tools to equip workers with the specific skills needed in the green transition. The EESC gives particular 

attention to labor and skills shortages in sectors such as transport, energy, and infrastructure and it 

considers the development of green skills in these areas as an important driver of resilience, adaptability, 

and economic growth. Support for sustainable transport is another unifying theme: here the Sustainable 

and Smart Mobility Strategy is recognized as vital to achieving climate neutrality, since an important 

share of GHG emissions comes specifically from the transport sector, and the opinions praise its 

application for multimodal transport systems. Social inclusion is a key theme in the advocacy carried out 

by the EESC. Indeed, the mentioning of women, transport workers and vulnerable groups across the 

Green Deal initiatives is noted positively by in the opinions, although they also states that there is room 

for improvement in translating these acknowledgments into actionable plans. 
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Despite the overall welcoming of the European Green Deal and its specific policy measures, the 

analysis of the opinions reveals a consistent critique of its shortcomings. In particular, the analysis show 

five recurring themes: the lack of funding for social inclusion, a mismatch in education and employment 

policies, the presence of financial burdens for businesses, the lack of monitoring mechanism to check 

implementation and the absence of a comprehensive Green Deal social integration policy (Green and 

Social Deal). 

The first recurring concern found in the majority of the opinions is that the amount of funding allocated 

to the just transition aspect of the Green Deal is insufficient to reach its objectives. In particular the EESC 

believes that achieving carbon neutrality while ensuring social justice and leaving no one will necessitate 

strong increase in the finding mechanisms. Indeed, the Just Transition Fund is believed to be insufficient 

and the EESC is also concerned about the imbalanced distribution of its money. Similarly, the financial 

framework of the European Green Deal Investment Plan is criticized for being underfunded and lacking 

effective implementation strategies. One opinion also points out the difficulty in accessibility to these 

funds, due to poor communication from the institutions. 

Secondly, a major critique focuses on the lack of a dedicated EU-level strategy for the development of 

green skills and the fostering of environmental education in light of the green transition. The opinions 

point out the absence of a comprehensive framework that fully integrates and connect green skills into 

education and employment policies in order to minimize the gap between the available and the required 

(green) jobs qualifications. On the one hand, educational institutions are seen as underprepared as they 

currently do not sufficiently integrate environmental education into their curricula and are equipped with 

only limited financial support for teacher training. On the other, the funds for re-skilling and up-skilling 

programmes are believed to be insufficient for preparing workers. The risks of unemployment, 

particularly among low-skilled workers and young people approaching the workforce for the first time, 

are not adequately mitigated by the current policies and the specific challenges faced by rural areas and 

transport workers have not been promptly considered. Gender inclusivity and the needs of workers 

affected by automation are mentioned in specific Green Deal strategies, but they lack actionable 

commitment and targeted measures that would make them actually effective. 

The administrative and financial burdens placed on businesses, particularly SMEs, emerge as another 

significant critique, since they face barriers in accessing subsidies and incentives to invest in green skills 

development and clean energy systems. 
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Moreover, the high legislative of the Green Deal started in 2020, coupled with complex regulatory 

frameworks, has created further challenges for Member States and businesses. Consequently, the lack of 

systematic evaluation systems, monitoring and mapping mechanisms to track progress on the Green Deal 

initiatives is criticized because it complicates and delays valuable actions from Member States, since 

they find themselves struggling to align their national legislation with the goals and timelines of the 

Green Deal.  

Finally, the absence of a comprehensive strategy that efficiently integrates the social dimension into the 

Green Deal is a critical shortcoming, mentioned in the majority of the analyzed opinions. Overall, gaps 

in existing social sustainability measures, coupled with poor communication and accessibility of funding 

mechanisms, undermine the potential for the Green Deal to actively address social inequalities deriving 

from the green transition. Indeed, vulnerable groups, including children, the elderly, women, and 

refugees, are insufficiently protected from the socio-economic impacts of the green transition, despite 

the problem of social justice being mentioned numerous times in the European Green Deal. 

 

Lastly, the analysis of EESC opinions reveals a range of policy recommendations aimed at 

addressing the identified shortcomings. Across the opinions, the emphasis is on strengthening the funding 

mechanisms, enhancing education and skills, facilitating implementation mechanisms of Green Deal 

policies and promoting a stronger social dialogue between EU institutions and civil society. 

One of the most consistent recommendations is the substantial increase in funds and investments under 

the Green Deal framework. In particular, a number of opinions suggest the increase of the Just Transition 

Fund and the development of supplementary instruments to support social inclusion and sustainability. 

More specifically, the opinions recommend the application of  “no social harm" conditionalities to ensure 

that funds are fairly allocated and that resources are equitably distributed among the vulnerable groups. 

An additional prompt is the creation of user-friendly financing tools to give clear and transparent online 

access to funding mechanisms with the aim of  boosting public and private investments. Since education 

and training are identified as critical tools for a successful green transition, many opinions call for 

substantial investment in teacher training, educational resources, and reskilling in order to equip workers 

with the necessary skills for emerging green jobs.  

To address the challenges regarding the implementation of the Green Deal policies, civil society 

recommends the development of improved monitoring and mapping mechanisms. In particular it 
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suggests the establishment of a Just Transition Observatory (similar to other observatories inside the 

European Economic and Social Committee). Additionally, the Committee calls for the simplification of 

the regulatory processes and bureaucratic activities of firms, in order to better support European business 

and boost the implementation of the green transition policies. A competitive check for legislative 

proposals to make sure they are aligned with sustainability and environmental goals while minimizing 

administrative burdens on businesses is also suggested. 

Finally, the EESC strongly emphasizes the importance of participatory democracy and calls for the 

establishment of a stronger dialogue between institutions and civil society, trade unions, and NGOs. This 

dialogue would not only strengthen policymaking processes by including diverse points of view but also 

ensure that a diverse range of stakeholders are meaningfully involved, as this has not always happened 

in the past (this particularly refers to the period antecedent the Green Deal Communication of 2019). The 

opinions further suggests that a stronger social dialogue and collective bargaining at both the European 

and national levels will foster inclusivity and address the concerns of marginalized groups that will be 

affected by the initiatives of the European Green Deal. 
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EUROPEAN TRADE UNIONS ATTITUDE TOWARD THE EUROPEAN GREEN DEAL 

 

Analytical Categories Analysis 

 

This last section analyzes the perspective of European trade unions on the European Green Deal, 

focusing specifically on two documents issued by the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC). In 

order to ensures consistency in the methodology, the analytical framework used in this section of the 

thesis is the same used for the EESC opinions and the findings are similarly categorized into three 

analytical categories: 

• Category 1: positive aspects of the Green Deal 

• Category 2: shortcomings and critiques 

• Category 3: policy recommendations 

 

ETUC resolution - European Green Deal initiatives: Climate Law, EU Sustainable Investment Plan, Just 

Transition Fund Regulation and new EU Industrial Strategy (European Trade Union Confederation, 

2020) 

The European Trade Union Confederation strongly supports the European Green Deal, for its central role 

as the EU’s “political compass” in addressing climate change and fostering a sustainable transition. The 

ETUC welcomes the Climate Law and its objectives of reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 

55% by 2030, provided that these are coupled with strong social sustainability objectives.  Additionally, 

the ETUC recognizes and welcomes the integration of the social dimension into EU climate policies. 

Mechanisms such as the Just Transition Fund and the European Green Deal Investment Plan are seen as 

vital for promoting the connection between climate action and social justice, ensuring to leave no one 

behind. Lastly, ETUC supports the emphasis of the Green Deal of integrating climate objectives into 

industrial policies while strengthening employment. 

Despite its overarching support for the Green Deal, the ETUC identifies several areas of concern. First 

of all, it criticizes the lack of clarity in the definition of key concepts such as “just transition,” arguing 
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that there is an ambiguity around this term that undermines the ability to implement and monitor effective 

policies. The organization also stresses that setting ambitious climate targets is insufficient without 

providing the financial and policy tools necessary to achieve them. It criticizes the overall level of 

investment allocated to the Green Deal:  ETUC argues that the current funding is not sufficient to address 

the socio-economic challenges posed by the green transition. Indeed, the ETUC believes the Just 

Transition Fund to be limited and states that its focus should not be confined to specific activities but 

should encompass the broader range of sectors and regions impacted by the decarbonization process. 

Lastly, the organization points out the necessity of extending the planning process of the various just 

transition initiatives beyond the current framework in order to ensure an encompassing and long-term 

support for workers and communities. 

In order to address these shortcoming, the ETUC firstly calls for a clear and comprehensive definition of 

the “just transition” concept that will help defining and facilitating the effective implementation of related 

policies. ETUC believes that social dialogue, especially involving trade unions, is essential to ensure that 

workers' interests and needs are well-represented and that all Green Deal policies take them into 

consideration. The organization also recommends an increase in investments and funds that are part of  

the Green Deal. Both the EU and Member States should allocate more substantial resources to climate 

change and just transition initiatives, for example through an increased dedicated EU budget. 

Furthermore, ETUC calls for the creation of mandatory national Just Transition Strategies that should be 

integrated into Member States’ National Energy and Climate Plans (NECPs). These Strategies should 

include solidarity mechanisms to protect vulnerable workers and communities from bearing most of the 

financial burdens of the green transition. Finally, the ETUC emphasizes the need for targeted investments 

in education and training programs to prepare workers for new green jobs. 

 

ETUC Resolution - Industrial policy for quality jobs. A Just Transition policy framework and Directive 

to anticipate and manage change (European Trade Union Confederation, 2024) 

In this paper the European Trade Union Confederation shows its support for the European Green Deal 

and its objective of achieving carbon neutrality by 2050. It also highlights the importance social justice 

and social inclusion within the Green Deal framework to guarantee a just transition that benefit all 

workers. 
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ETUC raises significant concerns about the inadequacy of the current Green Deal measures to achieve a 

socially green just transition. ETUC believes that the EU institutions are not addressing the scale and 

urgency of the challenges posed by the green transition effectively. A key issue identified in the paper is 

the shortage of skills in net-zero sectors, which undermines the EU's capacity to meet its ambitious 

decarbonization goals. The lack of coordination at both the EU and Member State levels is brings another 

significant challenge. Additionally, the planning and funding of climate adaptation strategies are 

considered inadequate, as they fail to meet the needs of workers and of the vulnerable communities most 

affected by the transition. On this note, the ETUC highlights the inconsistent engagement of trade unions 

in the planning stages of just transition initiatives. Too often trade unions are excluded from the initial 

planning stages of new strategies and are instead invited to comment on already-established plans. Lastly, 

it criticises the absence of a robust mechanism for collective bargaining and worker participation at the 

company level regarding the green transition. 

To address these shortcomings, the ETUC calls for the creation of a comprehensive Just Transition policy 

framework which should be applicable across all sectors undergoing a climate, digital, and social 

transition. It believes that this policy framework should prioritize the protection of workers from the 

negative externalities of these transitions while at the same time promoting equity for different regions 

and types of industries. Secondly, the ETUC advocates for the establishment of a permanent EU 

investment instrument aimed at securing long-term investments in both climate and social initiatives. 

Importantly, ETUC also suggests the introduction of conditionalities regarding decarbonization efforts 

and strict social requirements that should be applied to subsidies given to companies working in polluting 

sectors of the economy. Furthermore, ETUC believe that it is crucial to have a revised and well-funded 

industrial policy that fully aligns the Green Deal’s decarbonization objectives with social justice. Such a 

policy should promote the production of affordable clean energy products in the EU while at the same 

time making sure that no region or community is left behind. Moreover, the ETUC stresses the need for 

the meaningful engagement of trade unions and social partners at EU, national, and regional levels and 

it states that social dialogue should be a cornerstone of future initiatives under the Green Deal. Indeed, 

collective bargaining and worker participation should be central to the development and implementation 

of policies. The ETUC also advocates for stronger protection of worker through a series of measures 

such as: a comprehensive job-to-job transition plan, more training opportunities and career development 

support. Lastly, the organization calls for significant investments in public services to support workers 

and communities during the transition. 
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Summary of results: 

REPORT CATEGORY 1 

Positive Aspects of 

the Green Deal 

CATEGORY 2             

Shortcomings and 

Critiques 

CATEGORY 3 

Policy 

Recommendations 

ETUC resolution - 

European Green Deal 

initiatives: Climate 

Law, EU Sustainable 

Investment Plan, Just 

Transition Fund 

Regulation and new 

EU Industrial Strategy 

- Strong support for 

the European 

Green Deal. 

- Supports of the 

Climate Law's 

objectives. 

- Welcoming of the 

integration of the 

social dimension 

into EU climate 

policies. 

- Support of the EU 

Industrial Strategy 

with a focus 

employment. 

- Lack of clarity in 

the definition of 

key concepts like 

“just transition”. 

- Insufficient funds 

and policy tools. 

- Limited scope of 

the Just Transition 

Fund. 

- Narrow planning 

process of just 

transition 

initiatives. 

- Define the “just 

transition” 

concept 

comprehensively. 

- Strengthen social 

dialogue and 

ensure the 

inclusion of trade 

unions in 

governance 

processes. 

- Increase 

investment 

through a larger 

EU budget.  

- Creation of 

national Just 

Transition 

Strategies as part 

of Member States’ 

National Energy 

and Climate Plans 

(NECPs). 

- Target 

investments in 

education and 

training programs 

to prepare 

workers for green 

jobs. 

ETUC Resolution - 

Industrial policy for 

quality jobs. A Just 

Transition policy 

framework  and 

- Support of the 

Green Deal’s goal 

of achieving 

carbon neutrality 

by 2050. 

- Skills shortages in 

net-zero sectors. 

- Lack of 

coordination at 

- Develop a 

comprehensive 

Just Transition 

policy framework 

and directive. 



93 

 

Directive to anticipate 

and manage  change 

the EU and 

national levels. 

- Insufficient 

planning and 

funding. 

- Limited and 

inconsistent 

engagement of 

trade unions in 

planning. 

- Create a 

permanent EU 

investment 

instrument. 

- Revise industrial 

policy. 

- Strengthen social 

dialogue with 

trade unions. 

- Ensure transition 

plans for worker. 

- Increase 

investment in 

public services. 
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Results 

 

Both documents emphasize the importance of a socially just transition under the framework of 

the European Green Deal and state the need for strong and efficient mechanisms to support workers and 

communities affected by the green transition. The second resolution, having been adopted in 2024 

reflects an updated understanding of the ongoing challenges demonstrating a coherent evolution in 

ETUC’s stance, while the resolution from 2020 is a first reaction and reflection on the Green Deal from 

the point of view of trade unions. 

Both papers show ETUC’s strong support of the Green Deal as a policy framework and of its climate 

neutrality target for 2050. They highlight the importance of integrating social justice into the European 

Green Deal’s core objectives. The 2020 paper also acknowledges and supports more specific initiatives 

such as the European Climate Law, the European Green Deal Investment Plan, and the Just Transition 

Fund. The 2024 resolution reiterates the general support of the Green Deal and adds the necessity of an 

industrial policy that supports decarbonization and workers in an equitable way. 

Despite its support for the Green Deal, ETUC raises strong and recurring concerns across both papers 

about the inadequacy of the current measures and initiatives of the Green Deal to achieve a socially just 

transition. In the 2020 paper, the critiques focus on the lack of sufficient funding, the ambiguity of the 

"just transition" concept, and the absence of social conditionalities attached in transition policies. The 

2024 resolution expands on these critiques by addressing additional issues that have emerged since the 

initial implementation of the Green Deal. It highlights the problem of skills shortages in net-zero sectors, 

and the inadequate planning and financing of climate change adaptation strategies. The critique of the 

exclusion of unions from the initial stages of policy planning, already noted in 2020, has been reiterated 

in 2024, with the addition of a stronger emphasis on the need for a systematic and meaningful social 

dialogue between trade unions and EU policy makers.  

Both papers advocate an increase in the EU budget allocated to the Green Deal, in particular for the Just 

Transition Mechanism and other related funding instruments. Other policy recommendations focus on 

preparing workers to enter the green transition job market by using targeted investment for their training 

and skilling and by ensuring that workers have transition plans to help them avoid unemployment. 

Central to the organization’s opinion is the need for a comprehensive Just Transition policy framework. 

ETUC also believes it is crucial to strengthen the social dialogue by giving a central role to trade unions 
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in order to ensure their voice is heard and considered by EU institutions. The 2024 resolution further 

calls for the creation of a permanent EU investment instrument and stricter social conditionalities for 

public funding. Lastly, the organization calls for a clearer definition of the concept of “just transition” 

and for an overall better alignment between climate ambitions and social objectives. 
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Comparative Analysis of EESC Opinions and ETUC Papers 

 

The analysis of the documents highlights significant commonalities between the perspectives of 

the European Economic and Social Committee and the European Trade Union Confederation. Overall, 

it reveals a strong alignment in their perspectives on the European Green Deal, in particular concerning 

its social and economic dimensions. 

Both the EESC and the ETUC emphasize the need for a significant increase in the amount of funding to 

actually achieve the Green Deal’s ambitious goals. They argue that the current financial mechanisms, 

particularly those supporting just transition and social sustainability such as the Just Transition 

Mechanism, are insufficient to address the scale of the project proposed by the Green Deal. Additionally, 

both sources call for a better allocation such funds in order to ensure a fair distribution of resources across 

all the regions and sectors that will be most affected by transition, such as those areas undergoing massive 

decarbonization processes. A recurring theme is the need of a stronger monitoring and implementation 

mechanism that ensures that the policies of the Green Deal are not only adopted but also effectively 

executed. Perhaps the most pronounced commonality is the emphasis both organizations give to social 

dialogue. This should not come as a surprise, as the importance of civil society’s voice is intrinsically 

present in the work and identity of both organizations. Both the EESC and ETUC highlight negatively 

the absence of meaningful consultations and dialogues between policymakers and social partners, such 

as trade unions, during the development of Green Deal policies and they fear this will continue to happen 

in the future. For this reason, they argue that trade unions, and civil society as a whole, should play a 

vital role in shaping policies from the initial stages, rather than being given an advisory position after 

decisions have been made. This change is considered necessary in order to ensure that the Green Deal 

achieves not only its environmental objectives but also social justice and worker protection, as it has 

pledged to do since it has been announced in 2019. 

The overall alignment between the EESC and ETUC positions is evident and the similarity between the 

two points of view make them complementary rather than competitive against each other. Together they 

are an example of the opinion of European civil society on the European Green Deal and they show the 

importance of not leaving behind social justice in the process towards achieving climate neutrality and 

green economic transition. 
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DISCUSSION 

 

The need to write a thesis on this particular topic comes, as mentioned in the introduction, from 

a professional experience at the European Economic and Social Committee. I started my experience as a 

trainee at the EESC with the full enthusiasms of someone who find himself inside an EU institution for 

the first time and finally has the opportunity to learn and see firsthand and how things work form the 

inside. Before this experience, my knowledge about the Committee was limited which I realized was 

something quite common, even among students coming from an international relations background like 

me. In fact, almost everything I now know about it, I learned during my time in Brussels. My initial 

enthusiasm was soon joined by a wondering about whether or not the work of this Committee was 

actually important at the EU level. In particular I started wondering about how other EU institutions like 

the Commission and the Parliament see the EESC and if they actually value the opinion of its members. 

The full realization is that, due to their nature, advisory bodied no not, in fact have much power. That 

doen not translate into them unnecessary, I strongly believe that the work done by the members and the 

staff of the EESC is extremely important, and as I have seen myself, most of its members work restlessly 

to advocate for their organization’s interests. The problem I want to point out, like other scholars have 

done before, is that the voice of this committee, which should be the voice of European civil society 

itself, is rarely heard. The EESC has put a lot of effort into rebranding and strengthening its role and 

today it is indeed a place where fruitful meetings with citizens and civil society take place. Tough despite 

its effort, I believe follow up work on its opinions should be a priority.  

My role as a trainee allowed me to assist members during the whole process of drafting an official 

opinion. In accordance with my personal interest in environmental I was most intrigued by those on the 

European Green Deal. By studying the opinion released on the EGD I realized that the opinions on Green 

Deal present a very consistent point of view. Indeed, as shown by scholars the power of the EESC lies 

in its capacity to create consensus on specific issues among different areas of society. I also noted a 

tendency of the rapporteurs to write opinions using general terms. Most of the policy recommendations 

are about an increase in funding and the creation of programmes to assist workers in reskilling, tough 

these suggestions maintain a general tone as well. The reason being this in the necessity faced by 

rapporteurs to all the contribution of the member of the study groups,  in order to ensure both that interests 

of the three Groups in respected but also that the opinion is promptly accepted during section and plenary 
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meeting, as avoiding delays is crucial to ensure that the opinion gets to the other institutions without 

delays. 

After conducting this research, I find myself sharing the opinion of European civil society and in 

particular of trade unions with the Green Deal. I believe very valid points have been raised these actors, 

in particular in regard to the just transition mechanisms and the availability of funds. The Green deal is 

an ambitious but necessary framework that the EU must integrate into its policies, but most of the 

attention is given to the transition toward a clean energy system, while other aspects, despite being 

envisioned in the initial communication are still lacking prompt actions plans. It is also discouraging to 

see that, in the case of Italy, funds for the just transition have been approved by the EU, but as trade 

unions in the areas have pointed out, nothing has been done yet finally put these funds to use. 

Another point I would like to share related to the European Green Deal it that, as also pointed out by the 

EESC its complexity might be counterproductive. This research have indeed shown its complexity 

created by its numerous action plans, measures, priorities and funds. An official communications at its 

various branches, in particular regarding funds, is extensive but not necessarily clear and accessible to 

all European citizens. Personally, I completely agree with the Committee’s suggestion on creating one 

single user-friendly platform that contact all necessary information to fully understand the extent of this 

policy framework. This would make progress in making sure funds are allocated efficiently across all 

Members States and in particular to those regions and communities more at risk. Moreover, I endorse the 

concept of just transition as I believe it is crucial to safeguard the livelihoods of workers and communities 

across Europe. Trade unions strong advocacy for a just transition shows the importance of the Just 

Transition Mechanisms and its positive implementation. On the contrary, after learning from this 

Master’s form this degree I concluded that I do not fully agree with the concept of sustainable 

development, despite it being one of the pillars of the European Green Deal. In this regard I find myself 

leaning nearer the concept put forward on the NAT opinion 927 on the Blueprint for a European Green 

and Social Deal, based on a wellbeing economy, since this is based on the idea of community and 

wellbeing detached from economic development. 

Overall, this research project have shown me the strengths and limitation pf an advisory body like the 

European Economic and Social Committee as well as the strengths and limitations of the European Green 

Deal. It consolidated my beliefs in the importance of social dialogue in creating a shared policy 

framework and positively impacted my view of the role of trade unions in advocating for both social and 

environmental shortcomings.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

The aim of this thesis was to explore how European civil society, represented primarily through 

the European Economic and Social Committee and European Trade Union Confederation, perceives the 

European Green Deal. By analyzing a selection of EESC opinions and ETUC position papers, this study 

sought to identify their shared perspectives on the strengths, shortcomings, and policy recommendations 

for the Green Deal, with particular attention to its social dimension. 

The findings demonstrate a complete alignment in the perspectives of the EESC and ETUC regarding 

the European Green Deal and reflect their shared recognition of its transformative potential as a policy 

framework. Both organizations strongly support the overarching goal of the Green Deal of reaching  

climate neutrality target by 2050, as well as its emphasis on just transition mechanisms, and its 

commitment to sustainable investments. Despite their support, both the EESC and ETUC express 

recurring critiques in regard to the Green Deal’s implementation so far. The results of the analysis show 

several recurring common concerns.  

First of all, civil society finds the overall budget of the Green Deal and the funding currently given to the 

Just Transition Fund to be inadequate. Additionally, the insufficient integration of social sustainability, 

justice and inclusion into Green Deal initiatives, and the lack of effective monitoring and implementation 

mechanisms are found as critical shortcomings. One of the key critiques that is strongly shared by both 

organizations is the failure to involve social partners and trade unions in meaningful dialogues during 

the policymaking processes of these initiatives. The exclusion of unions from the early stages of policy 

making is considered a significant barrier to the achievement of the Green Deal’s goals. For this reason, 

civil society calls for stronger social dialogue and participatory governance to be fostered by EU 

institutions.  

Both organizations recognize the Green Deal’s positive transformative potential while criticizing its 

shortcomings and proposing actionable solutions to address them. The findings show the importance 

given to the integration of social sustainability into the Green Deal’s framework by both the ESSC and 

ETUC, with specific attention to funding, social dialogue and monitoring mechanisms. In conclusion, 

this thesis reveals a strong unified point of view of European civil society on the European Green Deal.  
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