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Minutes from Social Platform Conference on the 

‘Social Dimension of the Greek EU Presidency’  

Athens, December 11 2013 

 
KEYNOTE SPEECHES 

 
Mr Yiannis Vroutsis, the Greek Minister of Labour, Social Security and 

Welfare 

‘It is a pleasure to be with the people that represent the social face of European civil society.’  

 

The EU is already on the fifth year of the Europe 2020 Strategy, trying to promote sustainable 

development and create conditions for growth. The situation is worrying; 25 million are unemployed 

and 1 out of 5 unemployed are young. This shows that we won’t achieve the Europe 2020 Strategy 

objectives. Many Europeans are experiencing poverty, the average household income is decreasing 

and youth unemployment is extremely high. We need policies that modernize the labour market for 

recovery, innovation and a social dimension to the EU for sustainable development. We need to 

reform the European model.  

 

Labour conditions are hard and since we have a lot of unemployment we all need to cooperate and 

implement balanced policies and support innovation and social inclusion. Greece is responsible for 

the Presidency at a crucial point when we are seeing the first signs of recovery. Our priorities are to 

reinforce structures for funding, reforms for the labour market, and reinforcement of the social 

dimension of the EMU by the promotion of innovation and social dialogue.  

 

The Presidency will introduce for the first time the Social Scoreboard, which will be an element of the 

joint report on employment and development. Mr Vroutsis believes that the Social Scoreboard 

indicators in the European Semester will bring opportunities for the restructuring of policies. The 

indicators will be developed taking into consideration demographic indicators for an ageing Europe 

and introduce innovative tools.  

 

Youth unemployment will be a priority for the Greek Presidency. Greece has the highest 

unemployment rate among Member States and will promote internships and apprenticeships to 

provide experience and skills to youth to facilitate their employment. The Greek Presidency will 

promote free movement as well as focus on fighting ‘illegal employment because it is a pest for us… I 

have decided to impose a fine on all those who employ people without insurance’, Greece has 

introduced the highest fine in Europe and ‘we have seen the first results’. Another objective is to use 

all resources available to create employment through the development of SMEs and emphasise social 

entrepreneurship. 

 

The Greek Presidency will reinforce the social dimension of the EMU by looking at youth and children, 

adequate social protection, fighting unemployment, tackling poverty including promoting equal 

opportunities and fighting racism and discrimination.  

 

‘Our responsibility is – together with civil society, the EU and social partners – to ensure a future of 

dignity for all people in Europe.’  

 

‘We must never forget that what makes Europe different from the rest of the world is that we have 

role models… without social cohesion we cannot achieve the objectives of economic recovery’. 
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Ms Heather Roy, President of Social Platform 

Access the complete speech by Ms Roy online (PDF)  

 

Ms Roy thanked the Minister and encouraged him to look at the practice of social entrepreneurship at 

HUB Athens, the venue of the conference. 

 

The measures that have been placed on your country to resolve the crisis have been in many ways 

crippling and hard to bare.  Under your presidency of the EU we hope that you will re-introduce a 

true understanding of solidarity … especially in the discussions you foresee on the EMU and in the 

areas of migration and in the European Semester. 

 

We know that there is increasing evidence of social contagion, increasing evidence of the impact of 

austerity on our social protection systems and our social and public services and where the current 

economic situation is being used as a structural excuse to reduce rights or where the social impact of 

the crisis gives rise to increasing xenophobia, racism, gender inequalities and discrimination.  We 

must reverse this trend and avoid the crisis becoming a justification for the weakening and ultimate 

erosion of fundamental economic and social rights. 

 

Your Presidency will also be the setting for the European Parliament elections and our understanding 

of solidarity - We hope that the Greek Presidency will contribute to the need for Europe to be seen as 

a positive asset to the lives of people all across our continent.  

 

Under your leadership you have the opportunity to reinforce the social dimension of the EMU... 

Because of the experience of Greece you are in a unique position to be able to address the real 

issues of poverty and exclusion in Europe.  This is your opportunity to say things other Member 

States don’t say based on your experience. Be ambitious and bold. 

 

A true European Union must be built on solidarity, justice and participation and as you embark on 

your Presidency we ask you to build your presidency in that way. 

 

Response by Mr Vroutsis 

As the Greek Presidency we have a major bet to win as a country; we are in the centre of the crisis 

with the highest levels of unemployment and poverty – in a period of EU elections. We need to find 

the best solutions and you need to know we will make our best effort to win the battle. But we 

believe in responsible social dialogue. We want your cooperation and will listen to your contributions.  

 

A participant addressed the Minister outlining that Greek NGOs do not feel that their government is 

listening to their concerns and that they would like to see him commit to meeting with them for a 

true social dialogue. The Minister gave his promise that he would meet with them.  

 

 

 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE NETWORKING MEETING 

WORKSHOPS 

1. Combating poverty and social exclusion  
 

 The EU has economic indicators that governments need to comply with; we need equivalent 

specific binding social indicators and sanctions  

 

 Creating employment is one thing but a lot of austerity measures also led to unemployment 

(Member States austerity measures that lead to more social injustice need to be sanctioned) 

 

 In order for EU-citizens to regain trust in policy makers (and for their accountability) civil society 

needs to be involved. The drafting of policies should be based on evidence and experience and 

include social impact assessments and take into account the voices of civil society 

 

http://www.socialplatform.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/20121112_SocialPlatform_Speech_Conf_Athens_PresidentMrsRoy.pdf
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 The Open Method of Coordination could be a way towards accountability and for a national and 

European framework. Establish a ‘troika’ between governments, civil society and social partners 

to coordinate the development of policies 

 

 The invisibility of different social realities need to be addressed in policies (strategies should take 

into account the most vulnerable people and take a life cycle approach) 

 

 The creation of quality jobs and education is important 

 

 The European Charter of Fundamental Rights refers to social justice – which is the exact opposite 

of the reforms to boost growth and tackle the crisis (we need to refer to EU law) 

 

 Civil society should challenge the candidates for the European elections with questions on Article 

3 (TEU) of the Treaty that states that the EU ‘shall promote economic, social and territorial 

cohesion, and solidarity among Member States’  

 

 

2. Accessing Social and Health Services  
 

 Problems were prevalent before the crisis but were exacerbated by the crisis. Budgets for Social 

and Health Services were the first areas to be cut, particularly affecting vulnerable groups. We 

also see tendencies in Europe criminalize service providers providing services for undocumented 

migrants and invisible groups 

 

 We need proper social management; real policy planning and data collection that has people and 

vulnerable groups at its core in order to tackle inequalities and discrimination. We also need 

better funding and investment in social services as well as continuity (dossiers often end when 

Ministers change) 

 

 We need mutual trust and cooperation between governments and civil society, where proposals 

by civil society are taken into account and followed-up 

 

 The best practices are the solidarity among NGOs as a counter-reaction to the consequences of 

the economic and social crisis and not the fact that civil society has taken on responsibilities the 

governments. Civil society are acting as fire fighters but we are not stopping fires from burning, 

we need long-term perspectives to restore social cohesion 

 

 There are several good practices of social innovation in Greece, such as e.g. the creation of social 

pharmacies reusing medicine that is still valid for people that cannot afford it, social clubs for the 

elderly, volunteer teaching and social tutoring, donation of houses to homeless and asylum 

seekers, training programs for teachers on how to work with transgender students, cooperation 

with the Greek ombudsman 

 

Discussion 

 In Greece civil society claim a basic network of social protection, Europe and Greece has to 

guarantee a minimum income 

 

 Social Platform calls for adequate minimum income; if income does not keep a person out of 

poverty and in dignity it is not adequate. In 2014, Social Platform will develop its common 

positions necessary for the setting up of an adequate minimum social floor for Europe 

 

 The Permanent Representation of Greece to the EU stated that we need to move from practice to 

action and reassured that the Minister wants to use the available resources in the best way. 

Where we cooperate we are more effective and we need to ask concrete questions to get 

concrete answers  

 

 Social Platform responded that indicators of employment need to be disaggregated to reflect 

different groups. NGOs should be concrete but it is important to not only look at official numbers 

but also to take into account experiences 
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 The National Centre for Social Research called for more concrete indicators and best practices 

such as e.g. UK’s indicators on child poverty.  

 

 

3. Migration 
 

 To tackle poverty and social exclusion and to reduce irregular migration social priorities need to 

take into account the situation of migrants and refugees as a social issue and not only as a 

matter of security (e.g. support to asylum seekers accessing the labour market and accessing 

bank accounts, language courses etc.) 

 

 Migration is spoken about as an issue of ‘burden sharing’ but it is policies that disempower and 

hinder migrants, refugees and asylum seekers from making a contribution to society   

 

 Rising xenophobia and racism is leading to violence, to tackle this we need more school 

awareness programs and the involvement of communities 

 

 Media discourse focuses on detection, arresting and detaining  

 

 Greek policy on migration is a European policy because it is an entry point to Europe, but 

standards on detention are not being respected (money is not invested in integration) 

 

 The rhetoric and actions taken on migration is demonizing by criminalizing and prosecuting 

service providers; not give access to services; denial of victims support, participation, integration 

and citizenship. Migrants do not work regularly because they do not have access to the labour 

market in a regular way.  

 

 There are many undocumented migrants in Greece because there is no possible way to obtain 

legal migration.   Greece focuses on border control and detention instead of promoting social 

inclusion. There are multiple human rights violations such as unaccompanied minors being 

detained together with adults and police violence at the borders. Violation of human rights is a 

problem of the society as a whole because anyone can be a part of a minority group at any given 

point 

 

 Among the targets of the Greek EU Presidency is economic growth and social cohesion but it can 

only be achieved by including the full population, including migrants as well as second generation 

migrants who should be legally recognized through citizenship. Respect for all human beings and 

the implementation of policies of human rights to help increase social cohesion and combat 

xenophobia and racism otherwise nothing will ever happen. 

 

 A human rights approach is at the core of Social Platform’s objectives; if we do not object to 

human rights violations we are a part of the oppressor  

 

 We need to ensure that the new EU funding, starting from 2014, will be used for its purpose. The 

European Social Fund has designated 20% of its fund against poverty and social exclusion 

 

 Issues of migration is a concern for both decision-makers dealing with Employment as well as 

Justice and Home Affairs – we need to push them to work together 

 

 

4. Promoting Intergenerational Solidarity  
 

 There is a lot to pass from one generation to another; we need more bridging and bonding. 

Elderly and young people should cooperate between generations to bring solutions, to be a part 

of implementation, control and follow-up of all relevant measures. 

 

 We need to ensure that young people can access the labour market, e.g. through the Youth 
Guarantee and Quality internships that can bridge the gap between education and employment. 

We need incentives for employers to hire young people 
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 We need to adapt policies to local and national contexts by including CSOs in the design of 

policies to make them sustainable and effective as well as in their follow-up and monitoring 

 

 The Greek EU Presidency will work with the Youth Guarantee; it is important that there is funding 

to help facilitate young people’s transition to employment and that Member States put in place 

implementation plans  

 

 Internships should be a way for young people to get experience with remuneration, protection 

and legal contracts and not an excuse for exploitation and for employers to get cheap labour  

 

 Older people experience unemployment and problems with their pension rights. Some would like 

to continue being active. Older people should have the right to choose an activity, either in the 

labour market or volunteering or to move to a pension. It is a matter of quality and choice of life. 

One solution could be to develop the idea of mentoring and coaching 

 

Discussion 

 When speaking about migration we need to refer to the context, e.g. the Golden Dawn in Greece 

that perpetrates crimes e.g. against migrants but we also need to recognise that the problems 

have always existed, even before the Golden Dawn 

 

 Beyond policies, we also need to talk about language. PICUM is launching on December 18 a 

lexicon on alternatives to illegal in different languages (irregular in English) because migrants 

themselves are not criminals. (Read more on PICUM’s website) 

 

 We have to take into account the challenge of a new EU Parliament and the representation of 

extremist views – we are the voters (compared to e.g. undocumented migrants that do not have 

the right to vote) 

 

 We need to challenge the general trend in Europe where governments place responsibility on the 

individual instead of taking responsibility to ensure employment for all. Communities are 

responsible for finding solutions to social exclusion instead of Member States 

 

 

 

PANEL 

Mr Christos Ioannou, Deputy Ombudsman for Social Welfare, the Greek 
Ombudsman  

European and national social and financial objectives have been lost because of the crisis. The Greek 

EU Presidency will not be able to change the landscape but the EU Parliament election will convey 

strong messages. People that address the Ombudsman don’t expect the government to solve 

problems, they turn to the Ombudsman when they e.g. don’t have electricity or lose their job.  

 

The state appears to withdraw its presence from areas that traditionally supported social issues and 

let them be handled by civil society. The question is if we can deal with it at EU or national level. We 

need to deal with the practical issues of citizens. We will have to see if the Greek Presidency can 

improve things.  

 

The Greek ombudsman is a mediator between citizens and the state to protect the rights holders; 

the Ombudsman hopes to contribute in the procedure of social dialogue but believes that practical 

answers should come from citizens. The EU level is important but there is a gap between what 

citizens want and what the EU recognizes as problems. This cannot be corrected by one or two EU 

Presidencies but it is a challenge we will experience over the following years. 

 

 

http://picum.org/en/our-work/undocumented-migrants/terminology/-in-our-own-words-call-for-submissions-from-undocumented-migrants-and-their-supporters
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Mr Ioannis Poupkos, Youth Secretary, the Greek General Confederation 

of Labour  

Mr Poupkos does not share the Ministers optimism and the lack of social dialogue can also be 

witnessed not only with civil society but also in agreements with the social partners.  

 

The increase of youth unemployment is officially 58% in Greece which has a huge impact on the 

social inclusion of young people and social and economic consequences. Regarding migration we are 

seeing the best minds leave Greece and an important loss of human intellectual capital. On the other 

hand we also see illiteracy and even if vocational training seminars are offered people don’t have the 

basic skills to participate. 

 

We need to tackle the problems; Europe is a block of houses and if a floor has problems all the 

blocks will collapse. The recipe is destructive and the measures being implemented by the Greek 

government and the EU are like an aspirin – worse than both the drug and the disease. The 

measures are fragmented; we need to replace austerity with measures for growth. Investment in 

Europe has decreased in the last years. The money invested in the Youth Guarantee is not enough to 

tackle the problems. We have lost several years.  

 

Mr Nikolaos Demertzis, President of the National Centre for Social 

Research (EKKE) 

Mr Demertzis believes the crisis is here to stay. Young people in Greece believe in neither education 

nor politics; on a scale from 1 to 10 (where 1 is no trust and 10 full trust) people scored Universities 

as 5 and all other institutions between 1 and 3. This is why we have the rise of the Golden Dawn. 

People don’t know when they grow because they stay at home at the age of 35 and Brussels is far 

away from Greece. 

 

EKKE has existed since 1959 and has accumulated a lot of material in social policy, employment, 

integration, minimum guarantee, social cohesion etc. but it is difficult to make the state become a 

customer of social research because the politicians of all parties don’t understand the need to 

implement evidence-based policies. E.g. EKKE conducted research for the Parliament on minimum 

income but the law that was passed did not take into account their recommendations.  

 

EKKE is open to giving advice to both civil society organisations and the government. Their 

researchers participated in a team that produced the law on social economy that passed in 2010 but 

it has still not been implemented. Together with civil society they can play a role on how to 

implement procedures of social economy. 

 

 

Ms Heather Roy, President of Social Platform 

The Greek EU Presidency should seize the moment of the review of the Europe 2020 Strategy and 

the European elections. We need to revise the policy approaches by Member States and the 

European Commission (not the Europe 2020 Strategy itself). We need more coherence, evidence and 

experience-based policy making. 

 

By working with civil society we can learn what works and get new ideas of social innovation.  

 

We need to ensure rights and the protection of rights - whoever the right holders are and what 

status they have.  

 

We need participation and partnership for greater involvement in political and economic policy 

making. Researchers, the Ombudsman and the Trade Union, have offered partnership today.  

 

We need to insist that we want a Europe of solidarity and trust. 


