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Social Protection

Finally, on the fourth theme , there is also a broad understanding that our
social protection systems must be made more employment friendly. As we
saw clearly from Mr de Jouvenel's presentation all Member States need
to address these issues now, anticipating the challenges that lie ahead in -
the next century. Our shared reflections on the subject will be crucial in
building a strong and cohesive Union. | am very pleased, therefore, that
the Social Affairs Council, yesterday, also gave a warm welcome to my
initiative to set up a-framework of discussion on the future of our social

protection systems in the Union.

F
The challenges we face in Europe, as nations, as regions and localities,
. . -+ = 0™ f r'.
‘and as individuzls, are forimdabie.Vet, this roruin gives me confidence
for the future. The energy, talent and commitment which you represent

constitutes an enormous asset.

So, this first Forum has certainly been a great success. Over 2000 people
have participated. It has exceeded the expectations | had in mind when
I launched the idea in my White Paper on Social Policy. It has proved an

excellent example of bringing to life the civil dialogue at European level.

You have participated very actively in the discussions. We have listened g
carefully. The richness and breadth of your contributions has been
carefully recorded by my services. | shall personally present the results

of the Forum to the Commission.
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One of the positive outcomes of this meeting is the beginning of a mutual
understanding about our respective roles, responsibilities and capacities
in developing a strong civil dialogue, involving fully NGOs. On the one
hand,| am committed to finding new ways to work together.On the other
hand, NGOs must re-examine their role, structures, objectives and

capacities,in order to engage fully in new ways of working together.

To help this process, | am happy-to respond positively to the proposal
made by Mr Stephen Hughes in his opening address on behalf of the

European Parliament.

Speaking on behalf of one arm of the budgetary authority, Mr. Hughes -
generously; offered support for an initiative from the Commission to
provide support for NGOs to engage actively in deliberations on the

subject of the futuie ui Europeain social puiicy.

This could usefully involve the compilation of a comparative report about
the role and place of NGOs in civil society in the different Member States.
We shall carefully examine how to take these ideas forward in

collaboration with the European Parliament.
Comite de s

| am also arranging for the wide distribution of the report >f the Comité -I
des Sages in all Member States.

| encourage you to take the initiative to arrange for further discussion of
this report and its recommendations at home and to bring them to the

attention of as many as possible.
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In addition,| will examine the messages and suggestions that have
emerged during the Forum to see precisely which action points we can

build into the Social Policy Action Programme over the next period.

I am sure, equally, that all the other Community Institutions will also give

careful attention to your conclusions.

Next Steps

How, then, shall we move forward from this Forum?

Let me confirm at once that | intend to convene a second European
Social Policy Forum after the end of the IGC. This will enable everyone
concerned tJE) take stock at that time in the light of the precise results of
the IGC, and to build on them,

In the meantime, each and everyone of us here has the responsibility in
our different organisations to spell out clearly the central priority to be
given to employment and social policy so‘as to secure the strengthening

of the social dimension in the IGC conclusions.
Much depends on you to carry the torch. You have the responsibility to
make your view points known to your own authorities, whether at national,

regional or local level.

You and we must focus our energies on this effort.
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And | shall carry that message to the Round Table with the Social

Partners in April and to the Social Affairs Council.

| am especially pleased too that the Social Affairs Council yesterday
welcomed the Commission's recent Communication which seeks to focus
the Structural Funds, notably the European Social Fund for which | am -
personally responsible, on underpinning the re-employment strategy and
active labour market policies set out at Essen and then in Madrid by the
Heads of State and Government.

In this Forum, | wish to stress particularly the decisive importance the
Commission attaches to the role of the Monitoring Committees in the
Member States. We need to see a much more dynamic involvement of
NGOs and :fhe Social partners in these committees in the formulation and

monitoring 'of action supported by European Union structural funds.
Equal Opportunities
This brings me to the third theme of equal opportunities.

Equal opportunities is about giving everyone a real possibility to make
their special contribution to society, drawing on all their potential, and, at
the same time, insuring that they benefit fully from economic and social

prosperity.

The practical elimination of aii barriers - and of any form of discrimination
- to the full participation of all citizens in economic and social life must be

a central priority objective for us all.



