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Introduction
Who we are, our Aspirations
and our main Topics
Social cohesion is one of the core objectives of the Eu-
ropean Union, mentioned explicitly in Article 3 of the 
Lisbon Treaty. Naturally, social cohesion can refer to 
the cohesion between EU member states, or to social 
cohesion within European societies. Especially since 
the onset of the economic and financial crisis in 2008, 
social cohesion in Europe has come under pressure due 
to austerity and other political measures, including re-
duced spending on welfare and social policy.

Social cohesion is an indispensable prerequisite for the 
continued existence of the European Union. Therefore 
our Thinking Lab on Social Cohesion, in the framework 
of the pan-European civil society project DIALOGUE ON 
EUROPE has been engaged with one of the current main 
sources of discontent within the European Union: the 
increase in social inequality and its consequences, both 
on national cohesion and intra-European solidarity. The 
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Thinking Lab draws on the Council of Europé s (2005) 
definition of social cohesion, understanding it to be 
“society’s ability to secure the long-term well-being of 
all its members, including equitable access to available 
resources, respect for human dignity with due regard 
for diversity, personal and collective autonomy and re-
sponsible participation”.

Our Thinking Lab has aspired to identify both critical 
current developments and appropriate solutions to the 
crisis. The Lab looked into policy arrangements at the 
national level and incorporated international interde-
pendencies.

Throughout the 18-month elaboration process, partici-
pants were engaged as a team of 14 young profession-
als from France, Portugal, Latvia, Germany, Italy and 
Greece, working in civil society, academia, diplomacy, 
the EU institutions, and the private sector. What dis-
tinguishes our group from others is its transnational 
composition, diversity of professional and volunteering 
backgrounds, as well as the direct practical experience 
participants have with the effects of a lack of social co-
hesion on certain parts of the population. This holds 
particularly for vulnerable groups such as migrants, 
asylum seekers, (young) unemployed or members of 
ethnic minorities.

Based on the group’s practical, on-the-ground expe-
rience in six different countries, four key areas were 
agreed upon for the work of the Thinking Lab, and ad-
dressed by dedicated sub-groups:
 

1. Training, Skills and Opportunities: The high youth 
unemployment rate in many Southern EU member 
states poses an imminent danger to social cohe-
sion, both in the countries concerned and across 
the EU. Despite excellent qualifications and educa-
tion, many young people do not find adequate em-
ployment. Therefore, this sub-group elaborated two 
policy recommendations to enhance vocational 
education and the communication between stake-
holders at the local level.   

2. Labour Market Reform Policies: The second sub-
group dealt with the question of how to decrease 
the alarming levels of youth unemployment in 

Southern European countries. This group focused 
on possible improvements in the labour market and 
on boosting employment, especially in terms of in-
tergenerational fairness, experience exchange and 
the promotion of entrepreneurship.  

3. Cultural and Civic Engagement: Since social co-
hesion is much more than just economic factors, 
fostering an active local community is key to creat-
ing a sustainable sense of belonging. This sub-group 
focused on how the EU could promote cultural and 
civic engagement in disadvantaged communities 
and thus contribute to more exchange and mutual 
understanding among citizens all over the EU.  

4. Minority Communities: When considering cru-
cial factors that determine the degree of social co-
hesion, the inclusion and participation of various 
minority communities is a central element that 
needs to be taken into account. Unfortunately, in 
this respect a lot of progress still needs to be made 
in the EU. Persistent patterns of inequality concern-
ing foreigners, immigrants and minority groups, 
especially on the European labour market, remain. 
This sub-group proposed measures for affirmative 
action to promote diversity at work and ways in 
which to raise awareness about the situation of mi-
norities.
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1. Training, Skills and 
Opportunities 

INÊS GREGÓRIO | Research Centre of the Institute for 
Political Studies of Universidade Católica Portuguesa, 
Portugal
DIMITRIOS MARAGOS I Balkans Beyond Borders, Greece
ANDREA MONTANARI I European Youth Parliament, Italy
ALEXIOS NOMPILAKIS | European Youth Parliament /
Freie Universität Berlin, Greece

Policy Context and Problem Analysis:
The Mismatch between what is taught
in School and what is required for the 
Labour Market

The inadequacy of the education system of many EU 
countries has been highlighted by several international 
institutions – such as the European Commission, UN-
ESCO and the World Bank – as one of the causes be-
hind the high levels of youth unemployment in the ‘old 
continent’. There is a worrying lack of correspondence 
between what is being taught in schools and what is 
actually demanded by the labour market; a mismatch 
of skills that has been further reinforced by the eco-
nomic crisis.

 
In 2012, and despite the difficult economic situation, 
there were around two million unfulfilled job vacan-
cies in the European Union due to a lack of workers 
with the required competences in the local labour 
markets. Other data from the European Skills and Jobs 
(ESJ) survey, carried out by the European Centre for the 
Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) in 2014 
in all EU28 member states, revealed that some 29% of 
European employees were either over- or under-quali-
fied, with the former increasing during the economic 
crisis as more people took on jobs below their qual-
ification or skill level. According to Cedefop’s report 

“Skills, qualifications and jobs in the EU: The making of 
a perfect match?” (2015), the overall incidence of skills 
mismatch in the European Union in 2014 was as high 
as 44%.
 
A possible cause for the inadequacy of the skills provid-
ed by European secondary and higher education insti-
tutions may be linked to the lack of practical experience 
of European students. With academic curricula strongly 
focused on theoretical skills, they are not offered suffi-
cient opportunities for internships, traineeships or ap-
prenticeships. In 2011, the Bruges Communiqué, issued 
by Cedefop, recognised vocational training as a motor 
for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth that pro-
vides young people with the adequate practical skills to 
succeed in the job market – as well as with opportuni-
ties to pursue higher-level qualifications.

Policy Recommendations: 
Strengthening vocational Education
and Training Systems and fostering
Communication between Stakeholders
at the local Level 

1. STRENGTHENING VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND
 TRAINING SYSTEMS

For the very reasons mentioned above, our Thinking 
Lab’s recommendation is first of all to strengthen vo-
cational education and training systems in European 
countries in two different ways:
 

a) Providing work-based opportunities integrated 
into the education system
Bearing in mind that the integration of vocation-
al education or work-based learning opportunities 
within the education and training system is a fun-
damental aspect for their success, it is recommend-
ed that, by the end of secondary school, all students 
should have completed a relevant internship for 6 
months. This period of professional experience out-
side the school environment would make up for a 
total of 800 hours and should be done either part-
time during the school period or full-time during 
school holidays.
 

“There is a worrying lack of correspon-
dance between what is taught in schools 
and what is actually demanded by the la-
bour market.”
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b) Promoting partnerships with stakeholders in 
designing these opportunities
In order to ensure that through these internships 
students will be provided with the skills and com-
petences that are going to facilitate their transition 
from school into the labour market, partnerships 
with vocational education stakeholders shall be en-
couraged. Schools should work closely with other 
actors in the local community so as to better un-
derstand the real needs of the labour market and of 
‘real life’ businesses. An advisory committee, com-
prising representatives from schools, employment 
services, trade unions, local businesses and parents, 
should be created at the municipal level to help de-
sign school curricula in such a way that the problem 
of skills mismatch is comprehensively addressed. If 
this collaboration does not take place, students risk 
being taught competences that are, to a certain ex-
tent, irrelevant for the labour market or might end 
up in professional situations that do not enable the 
further development of skills.
 
Such a scheme should initially be implemented as a 
pilot project in the member states most affected by 
high youth unemployment rates, especially in the 
south of the EU. The possibility to then expand the 
scheme and these measures to further EU countries 
in the event of positive results should nonetheless 
be kept in mind. The European Commission, in close 
cooperation with Cedefop, should be responsible 
for the supervision of the project, which includes 
ensuring and assuring the responsibilities, rights 
and obligations of those involved through a clear, 
previously defined regulatory framework.

 
2. FOSTERING COMMUNICATION BETWEEN
STUDENTS, GRADUATES AND BUSINESSES WITH 
AN INTERACTIVE EVENT FORMAT KNOWN AS 
‘BRIDGES 4G’

Besides the lack of practical relevance and the subse-
quent need for vocational education and training sys-
tems in Europe, there is also a lack of communication 
between relevant stakeholders which contributes to 
the existing difficulties of young people entering the la-
bour market. It is a shortfall which, additionally, hinders 
young people pursuing other meaningful and valuable 

forms of engagement, including becoming more active 
in civil society overall. The Thinking Lab has, therefore, 
come up with an event proposal – Bridges 4G – which 
could serve as a bridge to overcome this shortfall and 
as a means to, literally, bridge this gap.
 
The event format is designed to promote intergener-
ational dialogue and to provide – all over Europe but 
adapted to a local level – both the appropriate time 
and space for a high-quality skills-and-experience ex-
change. It is intended to be self-funded by the organ-
ising team, which can be either a public administration 
or a private organisation such as a company or business 
association – and happily in partnership with others.

The main objective of a Bridges 4G event for the organ-
ising team is threefold:

• To gain more visibility at the local level;
• To link up with with new, young talent;
• To get fresh ideas on specific problems (from the 
challenge)

 
The event would last 2-3 days and would be based on 
three main pillars:

1. Success stories and best practices storytelling: 
Local actors (experienced professionals, entrepre-
neurs, public officials) share their stories, based on 
their accumulated experience, by delivering lec-
tures, workshops or using any means they consider 
meaningful.

2. Overcoming challenges: The organising team of 
the event designs a competition in order to collect 
pioneering ideas to solve a specific issue or problem 
related to the umbrella theme of the event, and of-
fers prizes for the top proposals and solutions.

3. Jobs fair: Local businesses and representatives of 
the public sector present themselves and highlight 
available job vacancies in order to bring together 
potential employers and employees in an informal 
environment.
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Depending on the context the event can be adjusted 
to the needs of the organising team and the particular 
issue(s) the organisers are seeking to address. Nonethe-
less, the three pillars should always constitute the core 
elements of the whole event.
 
The event is, in principle, open to everyone – but the 
target groups are mainly the following two:

a) all kinds of secondary school and university stu-
dents, recent graduates and unemployed young 
people;

b) active professionals of any sector, including pub-
lic officials and entrepreneurs.

 
The EU should lend its support to the events, first and 
foremost through resources for basic logistical sup-
port. Additionally, it should be possible for the organ-
isers to qualify for and thus use relevant EU funding 
(e.g. European Social Fund, Youth in Action etc.) which 
targets the issues Bridges 4G events seek to address: 
youth unemployment, skills development, long-term 
employability, entrepreneurship etc. Last but not least, 
participation in such events should serve as a commu-
nications channel between the different actors within a 
local community, indirectly contributing to very tangi-
ble social cohesion at the local level.
 

2. Labour Market and
Social Policy Reform
ARNOLDS EIZENSMITS | European Youth Parliament, 
Latvia
PANAGIOTIS VLACHOS | Forward Greece, Greece
PAULO KALKHAKE | Hamburg Port Authority, Germany

Policy Context and Problem Analysis: 
Alarming Levels of Youth Unemployment
and the Necessity for a ‘Two Handed 
Approach’

In today’s continental Europe, young people are strug-
gling to find employment, especially across all Southern 
EU member states. The economic situation in South-
ern European countries, with a view to both increasing 
national debt and stagnating GDP, is reflected in the 
respective labour markets. Youth unemployment has 
reached alarming levels there, and remains high in oth-
ers too: the average youth (covering 15 to 24 year olds) 
unemployment rate in the EU is 23%, but in the South-
ern European macro region, that rate has been as high 
as 30% or even over 50% in Greece and Spain. These 
numbers are not considered as dramatic in contrast to 
other countries (such as the US and UK), but careful con-
sideration also needs to be given to the so-called ‘NEETs’ 
(Not in Education, Employment or Training). In Portugal, 
Italy and Spain, up to 25% of the young generation that 
has completed higher education is currently without a 
job, and has not enrolled in any university course or fur-
ther training, either.

Tackling such very high youth unemployment is vital for 
ensuring the sustainable economic and social future of 
Europe. By now, policy makers and academic scholars 
agree that the promotion of full employment requires a 
‘two-handed approach’: on the one hand, governments 
need to improve aggregate supply of labour by introduc-
ing large-scale training and re-qualification programmes 

“Tackling youth unemployment is vital 
for ensuring the sustainable economic and 
social future of Europe.”



| THINKING LAB ON SOCIAL COHESION

www.dialogue-on-europe.eu 6

through active labour market policies (ALMP). On the 
other hand, EU governments should take coordinated 
actions to stimulate aggregate demand. The following 
sub-chapter contains concrete policy recommendations 
which focus on the latter, as the labour market in Eu-
rope is undermined by a weak aggregate demand.

Policy Recommendations:
Establishing transgenerational Working
Tandems, a ‘European Business Empower-
ment Scheme’, and promoting inter-
generational Equity in Decision-Making

In light of the current situation of labour markets in (first 
and foremost Southern) Europe, a sensible increase in 
public investment to tackle weak aggregate demand is 
needed. Such a Keynesian-style stimulus can be expect-
ed to boost government-driven job creation to employ 
(low-skilled) young Europeans and to reduce youth un-
employment. Acknowledging that there is, however, no 
‘one-size-fits-all’ approach, three concrete policy meas-
ures are proposed to this end: intergenerational working 
tandems, a European Business Empowerment Scheme 
(EBES), and a ‘Special Ombudsman for Intergenerational 
Equity’.

1.  WORKING TANDEMS: MATCHING THE EXPERIENCE
OF OLDER EMPLOYEES WITH THE ZEST FOR ACTION
OF YOUNG JOB STARTERS
 
This scheme facilitates the transition of young Europe-
ans into employment, and envisions the matching of a 
senior employee close to retirement (63+ years old) with 
a 18-26 year old new entrant into the labour market. Dur-
ing a transition phase of up to two years (depending on 
the job), the tandem partners work together, enabling 
the young person to gradually learn from the more senior.

The company continues to pay the senior employee’s 
salary, and 25 percent of the new worker’s. The European 
Commission (EC), at the same time, funds the rest of the 
junior employee’s pay. It is a win-win situation – com-
panies manage to pass on valuable expertise internally 
without extra costs, young people gain meaningful em-
ployment and experience, and national authorities see 
youth unemployment decrease, while tax incomes and 
social cohesion increase.

Both participants and companies apply for a pool of 
applicants. Companies must prove ‘good behaviour’ 
towards their employees in the past. The scheme is 
handled by national employment agencies who work 
to match the jobs and to manage funding. The scheme 
would be primarily implemented nationally by member 
states’ governments (who receive 50% of the funding 
from the EC), but also complemented by a pan-Europe-
an element of the scheme by which youngsters can ap-
ply to take part in any other EU country (also financed 
by the EC). Regular reviews and random controls would 
be carried out by EU authorities to ensure quality and 
prevent fraud.

We suggest a trial period of three years which would 
help further refine the scheme, with an initial focus on 
regions with particularly high youth unemployment.
 
The key criteria for participants to be accepted on the 
programme would be:

• some sort of recognised qualification in the rele-
vant field;
• one year or less of professional experience (includ-
ing internships);
• the salary of the older participant should not be 
higher than the median salary in the company.

 
The key criteria for companies to be accepted into the 
programme:

• five or more employees;
• public or private entity;
• obligation to hire the participant for at least two 
years after the programme ends.

 
ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLE: AN EXPERIENCED SPANISH
OFFICE MANAGER NEAR RETIREMENT IS MATCHED
WITH A RECENT BUSINESS ADMINISTRATION
GRADUATE

Laura is an office manager with more than three decades 
of experience. She joined the Madrid-based chemicals 
producer Xylophone Industries (XI) in 2005. Since then 
she was able to gather valuable in-depth knowledge of 
the specific processes and administrative tasks related 
to her position. Being 61 years old, Laura recently started 
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to think about retiring, some time in the foreseeable fu-
ture. Alex is a freshly graduated college student from a 
Madrid University with a major in Business Administra-
tion. He has been struggling to find a job for quite some 
time and, ultimately, decides to consult a case manager 
at his local employment agency. There Alex learns about 
a new EU programme called ‘Work Tandems’.

The case manager consults a country-wide database 
with information on all companies that are participat-
ing in the programme – among them Xylophone Indus-
tries. Alex learns that XI is looking for a tandem partner 
for Laura, one of XI’s office managers. After successfully 
completing a job interview, Alex signs the employment 
contract for a full-time position as an office manager 
with XI. Over the next two years, Laura and Alex work 
closely together. Alex has the opportunity to gradually 
learn from Laura and to gain significant on-the-job-ex-
perience. Laura meanwhile can pass on her experience 
which she accumulated during her long time at XI. Over-
all the company is able to preserve expertise within the 
company.

2.  EUROPEAN BUSINESS EMPOWERMENT SCHEME 
(EBES)

Europe has always been – and remains to this day – a 
hub for great ideas. Yet small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs) all too often lack the practical tools to scale-up 
and become businesses that employ thousands of peo-
ple. Encouraging this ambition will help put companies 
across Europe on-track to thrive. The European Business 
Empowerment Scheme (EBES) is an SME-orientated 
growth package and a plan with several measures which 
will collectively foster entrepreneurship in the EU, en-
suring job creation. It consists of three key elements: 
business administration consulting, advice for funding 
opportunities, and administrative and legal support.
 

a. Business Consulting: Skills
Managers of SMEs in Europe notably lack tailored 
guidance to enable them to scale-up their compa-
nies. Business consulting services would help to ad-
dress this. Initiators of projects selected for the EBES 
scheme would receive intensive courses in business 
administration basics and other key competenc-
es for successful company management. Teams of 

expert consultants would then be formed in each 
EU member state via EBES agencies, with the finan-
cial support of the European Commission, lending 
support to these organisations an enabling them to 
implement the proposed projects.

b. Funding Consulting: Money
EBES teams would also assist in explaining funding 
opportunities available for SMEs in each member 
state and from the EU in an easily understandable, 
outcome-oriented way. In addition, SMEs would be 
able to receive help with writing funding proposals, 
receiving personalised feedback on their applica-
tions before submission to ensure higher success 
rates.

c. Administrative and Legal Support: Practicalities
In addition to business skills and advice on fund-
ing opportunities, administrative and legal sup-
port would also be provided to selected SMEs. The 
objective of this measure is not only to help SMEs 
successfully launch or expand their business in their 
country of residence, but also to navigate adminis-
trative requirements in other EU countries so that 
they can take full advantage of the single market 
and can operate across various EU member states.

To support this initiative, a media campaign would be 
launched together with an online platform and a hot-
line in all EU languages, providing information and ad-
vice to entrepreneurs.

The key criteria for a project to be accepted in the EBES 
programme would be:

• companies of 3-49 employees;
• a substantial ‘growth story’, providing a convinc-
ing vision of why the project is necessary and how 
it will succeed;
• providing paid, meaningful internships for young 
people.



| THINKING LAB ON SOCIAL COHESION

www.dialogue-on-europe.eu 8

3.  INTERGENERATIONAL JUSTICE IN DECISION-
MAKING
 
The countries of the Northern Hemisphere are faced 
with growing inequalities in terms of income, gender, 
identity and generational cohorts. A special focus on 
the living conditions and the prospects of the millen-
nial generations demonstrates an unfair distribution 
of resources and opportunities in comparison to their 
parents and grandparents.

In order to promote economic equality and social cohe-
sion, decision makers and legislators should take into 
account a fair distribution of resources and opportuni-
ties between the old and the young, the current and 
the future generations. In seeking intergenerational 
equity a compromise between politicians, legislators, 
social stakeholders, the market and civil society is re-
quired. The establishment of special governmental and 
consultative institutions concerned with issues of in-
tergenerational equity, which work with all public deci-
sion-making entities, is therefore proposed.

The governmental institution would be a ‘General Sec-
retariat for Intergenerational Equity’. This Secretariat 
would work under the authority of the national labour 
and/or employment ministry with a mandate to apply 
horizontal policies that affect both generations (e.g. 
pension system reform, social protection, skills acqui-
sition or labour market inclusion). 

The consultative institution would be a ‘Special Om-
budsman for Intergenerational Equity’ or a ‘Special Par-
liamentary Committee’ (e.g. on employment and social 
affairs). This institution would first and foremost be in 
charge of supervising the implementation of funda-
mental good governance principles concerning, in par-
ticular, the effects of a proposed decision or law on the 
younger generation. It would publish an impact assess-
ment to be distributed to all politicians dealing with 

the proposed measure and the decision. This assess-
ment would go together with a proposal of corrective 
measures and policy recommendations related to, for 
instance, the labour market, pension system reform, 
healthcare or poverty reduction. Stories and testimo-
nials of intergenerational discrimination could also be 
included in the Ombudsman’s Annual Report in order to 
raise awareness and help mainstream the issue in the 
political discourse.

A major advantage of the proposal put forward is its 
relatively low costs and the fact that it is easy to imple-
ment, both at the EU level (in the context of the Europe-
an Commission’s 4th Social Pillar and the pan-European 
effort to alleviate precariousness and poverty) and, of 
course, at the national level. Further, it would empower 
youngsters – and even the voiceless (infants and chil-
dren) – to ensure that their interests and perspective 
are always heard regarding decisions that will affect 
them. It would also prompt political debate among 
parties, policy makers and other decision-making 
stakeholders. Even though there is no guarantee that 
the institution would, ultimately, persuade politicians, 
it would at least give greater prominence to addressing 
existing inequalities among social and age groups.

“To promote social cohesion, decision- 
makers should take into account a fair 
distribution of resources and opportuni-
ties between the old and the young.”
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3. Cultural and Civic 
Engagement
CHARALAMPOS (BABIS) KARPOUCHTSIS | polisis.eu, 
Greece/Germany
JOÃO PEDRO ROSA I 4is – Platform for Social Innovation,
Portugal
GIULIA SIMEONI I Università degli Studi di Siena, Italy

Policy Context and Problem Analysis:
Lack of civic Engagement despite 
various local Opportunities

In order to address the current lack of civic engagement 
in many EU countries, local societies must be empow-
ered to facilitate participation and involvement in vari-
ous decision making processes. This is necessary in or-
der to highlight the European dimension of citizenship 
and so as to promote inclusive policies. The activation 
of civil society engagement can and should take place 
at different levels.

One best practice example has been promoted by the 
Greek NGO Diazoma, which connected local societies, 
businesses and associations with state actors in order 
to revive Ancient Greek theatre sites. The value added 
has been the interconnection of the various ancient 
theatres, brought together under the ‘Cultural Paths’ ti-
tle. This programme was prototyped in Greece and then 
emulated by the EU in the context of community-led 
development.

It is, however, clear that not all communities have the 
knowledge to develop and implement such projects. 
Neither do they have the know-how to connect their 
projects with other local projects at the national and 
European levels. Communities and municipalities can 
therefore use existing tools to provide ‘training for 
trainers’. It is not a secret that knowledge and know-
how on how to use existing funding opportunities can 
empower local communities. A positive example of lo-
cal civil empowerment in this form has been provided 
by the Portuguese Municipality of Amadora, which cre-
ated a training programme to train people from NGOs 
and civil society associations in project management, 

application writing for funding, and also in planning, 
developing and implementing a project, its budget and 
the necessary marketing of the activities.

Another issue for local communities – especially in 
countries facing financial problems, local communities 
in remote areas, rural areas, or even small urban regions 
– is how to activate or maintain civic engagement. 
Some are even having problems maintaining small cul-
tural events that take part annually because the local 
authorities have no funds. As a consequence there is an 
apparent lack of know-how and a lack of funding. Un-
fortunately, both coincide with scant participation, in-
creased disengagement and a distorted understanding 
of the EU and the notion of what it means to or how to 
interconnect locally, nationally and transnationally with 
other European partners.

Disadvantaged communities not only show lower rates 
of cultural and civic engagement, they also show a low-
er level of political participation, electoral participation1, 
as well as stronger disapproval of national and European 
politics. However, most disadvantaged communities do 
have associations, traditions and rituals they follow and 
attend to. The character can be cultural – e.g. an annual 
local music festival – religious-cultural – e.g. a festival 
for the local saint – or civic – e.g. an annual celebration 
of the local association. It would be wrong to claim that 
disadvantaged communities have no engagement. But 
it would equally be wrong to believe that they are not 
often struggling to keep annual festivities running, let 
alone to grow them into local, regional or even national 
and European events. The same holds for their projects. 
The ability to grow a project or to interconnect it with 
other local and European events is a challenge, but, im-
portantly, may serve to boost engagement.

“Disadvantaged communities not only 
show lower rates of cultural and civic en-
gagement, but also a lower level of politi-
cal participation.”
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What these communities lack is, notably, funding and 
knowledge. These are two sides of the same coin. By 
way of a solution, this Thinking Lab’s proposal seeks to 
foster know-how transfer, as was achieved through lo-
cal civil empowerment in the municipality of Amadora 
(see above).

Supporting communities in developing their strengths 
through targeted seminars, through personal commu-
nication and by avoiding non-local language will help 
ensure that the barriers to the realisation of projects 
can be lifted, and the organisation, its activities, and 
the levels of engagement can grow. Bringing the EU to 
a local disadvantaged community would be positive for 
the image of the EU and for its perception amongst the 
local public. Connecting communities will be beyond 
the expectations of the stakeholder and therefore ad-
ditionally beneficiary to the image of the EU among a 
wider part of the population

Policy Recommendation:
EU comes to you! (EUcomes2U) – 
Raising cultural and civic Engagement
in disadvantaged Communities

INTRODUCTION

In order to foster civic engagement at the local level – 
but with a certain European perspective – a proactive 
approach towards communities is proposed. The idea 
is to have a regional (depending on country and geog-
raphy) pro-active taskforce, consisting of a small team 
of mediators, that work in the field and are provided 
with decision-making abilities, small funding resources, 
training knowledge and consultation competences. This 
taskforce would be able to contact local actors and au-
thorities, to visit them and to realise synergies for the 
implementation of local projects with the community.
 
A genuine innovation would be the taskforce enabling 
local communities to network with each other on simi-
lar projects and, further, to connect them in a European 
network with other European local communities and 
their respective projects. The aim would therefore be 
the creation of a EuroLocal network of similar projects 
which can get to know each other, visit and learn from 
each other’s best and worst practices. This idea fosters 
a local ‘we’ and raises it to the European ‘we’-dimension.

This approach would also actively address issues of in-
clusion, and the involvement of disadvantaged commu-
nities and groups. Thus it activates participation and 
connects diverse demographics on multiple levels.

The value added is that, literally “the EU comes to you”. 
In this way the EU can present itself to those citizens 
that do not (yet) know it.

AIM OF THIS POLICY PROPOSAL

The aim of this proposal is to activate and maintain civic 
and cultural engagement at the local level, and then to  
connect it across Europe. Specifically, cultural and civic 
engagement are paramount for the development of lo-
cal societies. This has proven especially difficult in rural 
areas, in areas of low income and in remote places that 
feel not only forgotten by the EU but by the national 
or even regional authorities. In this proposal these are-
as are referred to as ‘disadvantaged communities’, and 
sets out to develop a short but concrete plan on how 
to activate and maintain cultural and civic engagement 
in disadvantaged communities with low investment. It 
is beyond the scope of this proposal to include recom-
mendations for already advantaged communities such 
as for city projects that are already successful.

The target audience of this proposal are local actors, lo-
cal decision-makers, associations, and key civil and cul-
tural actors in disadvantaged communities.
 
LOCAL FESTIVITIES AND EVENTS: A SMALL, 
WARM FIRE FOR LOCAL COMMUNITIES

As already mentioned above, one pressing issue that 
can be observed in structurally weak regions is that of 
events and festivities with a local character which take 
place annually. These events are difficult to maintain 
because the organisers lack funding, people, or both. 
Sometimes they lack only a few Euros for the realisa-
tion of the event. Therefore establishing a small fund 
for these events is a central aim of this proposal. 50% 

“Cultural and civic engagement are para-
mount to develop local societies.”
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of the costs should be covered by the local organisers, 
50% by EU funds with a maximum of 1 500€ per event. 
Naturally the EU logo would be visible at the event, in 
communications and in any possible publications con-
nected to the event so that it is clear that the EU sup-
ports this activity.

To further promote the European spirit of EUcomes2U it 
could connect similar events which take place all over 
Europe. An example for this would be the  so-called Saint 
George Events which mostly take place in Italy, Greece 
and Portugal. Concretely, in the framework of EUco-
mes2U, the 5 villages celebrating Saint George would be 
encouraged to invite each other, exchange and learn. 
Another positive example is the European Festival of 
Folk Music and Dance which takes place every summer 
in Val di Chiana in Italy. The main purpose is to connect 
different cultures and various traditions, thus enabling 
dialogue between people from all over Europe and be-
yond. In such a framework of tolerance and hospitality, 
music and dance are heralds of common emotions and 
beliefs and can, therefore, contribute to strengthening 
a common European sense of belonging.  
 
OPERATIONALISATION AND USE CASES

In order to realise EUcomes2U, a team of specialised, 
communicative and flexible individuals is needed. The 
size of the team depends on the size of the country 
and the number of disadvantaged communities. For 
instance in Greece, a team of five people should be 
enough to cover at least 50 projects/visits in 50 disad-
vantaged communities and/or festivities. They would 
make up a EuropeanSupportTeam (EST).

Flexibility and transparency, as well as independence 
from national authorities and from the EU institutions, 
are key for the proper functioning of this project. The 
work of the EST is best described with the two illustra-
tive examples:

A first possibility is that the EST itself makes the first 
contact with disadvantaged communities. The team 
looks at the regions of, say, Greece, and sees that the 
region of West Macedonia has a youth unemployment 
rate of 72%, and then locates one especially disadvan-
taged community – the Village of Lechovo. The EST 

contacts the authorities of the community and thus 
establishes that in Lechovo there is an active cultural 
association. They arrange a meeting and evaluate the 
situation of the community and the association. Fol-
lowing that the EST offers a two-day ‘training for train-
ers’ or for key individuals of the association. This train-
ing gives the members of the local cultural association 
the opportunity to meet with other similar associations 
from other EU member states. To secure the sustaina-
bility of the training, the EST and the association keep 
contact via telephone and e-mail. As soon as there are 
several projects and connections throughout the coun-
try, a database can be created with associations in dif-
ferent Greek regions. Eventually, these can meet up in 
the framework of a conference, ideally every one or two 
years, to exchange their experiences and best practices.
 
A second possibility is that a disadvantaged commu-
nity contacts the EST. For instance a local association 
organises a festival every year but this time does not 
have sufficient financial means. The EST evaluates the 
situation, focusing on how much money is needed in 
total, how much money the association wants from 
the team and if the festival is actually a real event that 
happens annually. If the evaluation is positive, support 
can be granted, depending on four conditions. First, 
the local association needs to provide a small amount 
of money itself, while the EST will support fundraising 
activities or hold fundraising seminars (maximum of 1 
000€). Second, the EU needs to be prominently repre-
sented at the event to show that it is supported by the 
EU. Third, the EST can offer a seminar. And finally, the 
local association supports the creation of a database 
of similar festivals to help create networks. As soon 
as these conditions are considered fulfilled, the EST 
maintains contact with the organisers of the event and 
visits it if possible. After the event, they also maintain 
contact, helping to establish a broader network with 
other event organisers across the country and Europe, 
facilitated by a regularly updated database.

Working on this basis the EU and its EST can have a 
broader physical presence, and are connected to posi-
tive events in a disadvantaged community. Simultane-
ously, associations and key players learn how to access 
European funding and can open their doors to new  
people. 
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EXPECTED RESULTS

These proposed activities would allow the EST to dis-
pense with overly bureaucratic restrictions and to 
make the EU accessible to disadvantaged communities. 
Europe can actively go to its citizens; in this demanding 
period, passivity and waiting would be counterproduc-
tive. The EU cannot expect disadvantaged communities 
to come knocking at their door. It is the right moment – 
even if it seems late – to demonstrate that an inclusive, 
supportive European society is possible. Giving hope 
when it is lost and providing inclusion where it is need-
ed is a feasible answer to the challenges the EU faces in 
terms of populism, nationalism and detachment from 
society.

Disadvantaged communities deserve every possible ef-
fort to push them out of their current malaise. A first 
step is to identify who these disadvantaged communi-
ties are, focusing on why they are denied access to the 
tools needed for self-sufficiency. Each disadvantaged 
community is probably facing multiple and multifacet-
ed barriers, meaning that solutions need to vary from 
group to group and be tailored to the local situation. 
Hence this proposal for a flexible team which can adjust 
to the individual needs of communities. 
 

4. Minority Communities
HANAÉ ALLALI | Passeport Avenir, France
DYNKA AMORIM DOS SANTOS | Bué Fixe – Associação
de Jovens, Portugal
ANOUSCHKA COSTA MARTINS | Universidade Católica
Portuguesa, Portugal

Policy Context and Problem Analysis:
Persistent Patterns of Inequality for 
Minority Groups

In Europe, Portugal, France and Italy are the most une-
qual countries in terms of OECD household incomes. In 
addition to income inequality, inequality of opportuni-
ty also exists, and can often be due to different types 
of discrimination, including based on gender, ethnic 
group or religion. Widespread inequalities lead to the 
exclusion of minorities – despite the fact that ethnic, 
cultural and religious diversity is a central feature of 
the European Union.

Over time migration has been a major source of diversi-
ty in Europe: the foreign-born population of the EU has 
been estimated at over 40 million, or 8.8% of the total 
population of 495 million people. Of these, two-thirds 
were born outside the European Union. National and 
linguistic minorities or ‘historic minorities’ are another 
important source of ethnic and cultural diversity.

Yet there exist persistent patterns of inequality be-
tween the situation of foreigners, immigrants and mi-
nority groups on the European labour market, and that 
of the overall majority population.

Policy Recommendations:
Affirmative Action for Diversity at Work
and raising Awareness for Minorities’
specific Needs

Taking into consideration the factors outlined above, 
the Thinking Lab’s sub-group on minority communi-
ties proposes two measures for European minorities to 

“Widespread inequalities lead to the exclu-
sion of minorities.”

“It is the right moment to demonstrate 
that an inclusive, supportive European so-
ciety is possible.”



| THINKING LAB ON SOCIAL COHESION

www.dialogue-on-europe.eu 13

become integrated members of European society and 
to realise their full potential: affirmative action for di-
versity at work, and an informative campaign to raise 
awareness on access to health care and the labour mar-
ket for minority communities.

1.  AFFIRMATIVE ACTION FOR DIVERSITY AT WORK

The solution proposed is to be implemented by govern-
mental agencies, thus enabling the use of statistics on 
populations from third countries (i.e. without EU cit-
izenship) to set a quota for (ethnic) minorities in the 
workplace. This quota should be calculated and defined 
by the agencies, depending on the salaries or wages of 
ethnic minorities in the specific region. It would en-
courage companies to hire people from different back-
grounds. For reaching this quota a company would be 
entitled to tax benefits as high as one fifth of the na-
tional tax levels.

The ethnic minority groups at the heart of this propos-
al are people with non-EU citizenship but with a spe-
cial status, including refugees, immigrants or asylum 
seekers residing in an EU country. The national govern-
ment would empower regional governmental agencies 
and provide them the statistics on ethnic minorities 
for each region. These regional governmental agencies 
would then analyse the statistics and set up region-
al quotas for increasing hiring from these minority 
groups. Employers could also receive a ‘diversity cer-
tificate’ as soon as their company reached the quota, 
and would entitle them to tax breaks. The certification 
would have to be reviewed every year. This initiative 
should be supported by the European Commission, and 
be funded by local governments.
 
2.  INFORMATION CAMPAIGN TO RAISE AWARENESS
ON ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE AND THE LABOUR 
MARKET FOR MINORITY COMMUNITIES

The solution proposed here is an information campaign 
(including, for instance, television advertisements and 
in-person information sessions) at the European lev-
el to help raise awareness, and to promote access to 
health care services and the labour market for minority 
communities. The aim is to help them better integrate 
into European society.

Trained mediators with different language skills would 
be recruited at community centres to proactively reach 
out to the specific communities, informing them about 
access to healthcare and the labour market as well.

This information campaign would benefit, first and 
foremost, citizens from non-EU countries, such as 
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. The activities 
would be mostly run by migrant and refugee NGOs, in 
cooperation with the national ministries of health, em-
ployment or labour, and with local municipalities.

Depending on the specific needs of the local minori-
ty communities, in terms of health services, the local 
NGOs can ask for the support from the EU and from 
local government to support an information campaign. 
The aim of the campaign is to raise awareness of the 
rights of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers/un-
documented people. In doing so the campaign would 
also help address the lack of information available 
about the issue by organising a far-reaching campaign 
that includes advertisements, in-person information 
sessions and best practice meetings.

Given the different health service systems which each 
EU member state has – including frequent changes in 
some countries – it is important to adapt the campaign 
to the particular country concerned. In the countries 
where these minorities have a right to local health 
service provision, the campaign should be directed to 
inform the minorities about this right. In those cases 
where this is not an automatic right, the campaign 
should be directed towards the organisations already 
providing help, support and information. The interac-
tive part of the campaign would consist of meetings at 
local community centres, close to disadvantaged areas.
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Wrap-up:
Social Cohesion as a Concern
for the entire EU which goes
way beyond economic Factors
When viewed together it is clear that the problem anal-
yses and policy recommendations of the Thinking Lab 
on Social Cohesion give rise to three main elements 
which link all sub-groups:

First of all, social cohesion is a matter of concern for 
the whole of Europe – and certainly not just an inter-
nal problem of one or several EU member states. Per-
sistently high (youth) unemployment rates risk un-
dermining the legitimacy of the European project, of 
the social market economy and democracy as such. If 
young people, who have spent considerable effort, re-
sources and time to obtain a high-quality education do 
not find a job or only under precarious conditions, then 
they will, in the long-run, become prone to populist and 
anti-European sentiments. It is therefore high time to 
enhance education and vocational training, to boost 
employment and intergenerational justice, and, thus, 
to stabilise social cohesion within European societies 
and among EU member states.

Secondly, as has been shown, social cohesion goes well 
beyond mere economic factors. Creating a sense of be-
longing through common activities – such as organis-
ing regular events at the local level – is essential to help 
kit together societies locally and regionally. It should, 
therefore, be avoided that these kinds of activities fall 
victim to financial cuts or organisational limitations. 

“High youth unemployment rates risk to 
undermine the legitimacy of the European 
project and democracy as such.”

“The EU can play a crucial role in support-
ing civic engagement, thus strengthening 
its legitimacy.”

The EU can play a crucial and positive role in supporting 
cultural and civic engagement via its various cohesion 
funds and can thus open up new ways to strengthen its 
legitimacy by directly enhancing the lives of numerous 
people at the local level.

Thirdly, social cohesion can only be guaranteed in the 
future through better and more effective inclusion of 
migrants and minorities in our societies. This matters 
even more in the light of the large migration flows to-
wards Europe which are unlikely to cease in the next  
years. The integration of minority groups into society, 
especially into the labour market is, therefore, key if 
the EU wants to avoid social conflict in the future which 
might pose a threat to the openness of European de-
mocracies.
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WHAT IS THE APPROACH OF DIALOGUE ON EUROPE?

The European Union has been affected by a multi-di-
mensional crisis for almost a decade. Traditional solu-
tions put forward through international summitry have 
proved ineffective. Therefore, the current challenges 
faced by the European project can only be confronted 
through the involvement of a strong and connected 
civil society.

WHY, WHEN AND BY WHOM HAS IT BEEN INITIATED
AND IMPLEMENTED?

With this need for a stronger involvement of the civil 
society in mind, the Berlin-based think tank Das Pro-
gressive Zentrum, in cooperation with the German Fed-
eral Foreign Office and many other partners, initiated 
DIALOGUE ON EUROPE in late 2015, especially in light of 
the EU-internal upheavals linked to the euro crisis and 
the austerity policy.

WHO HAS BEEN INVOLVED IN THE DIALOGUE ON
EUROPE PROCESS?

This trans-European project has brought together 
young, dedicated members of various civil society 
backgrounds from initially 6 countries (France, Germa-
ny, Greece, Italy Portugal and Spain; later Poland and 

the UK) to analyse pressing EU-wide challenges and to 
elaborate concrete policy recommendations for the na-
tional and European level. In each country we worked 
together with one or more local partner organisations 
such as think tanks or foundations.

WHICH WERE THE MAIN TOPICS, HOW AND WITH 
WHICH OBJECTIVE WERE THEY DISCUSSED?
 
In the light of the most pressing current and upcom-
ing challenges of the EU and its member states, DIA-
LOGUE ON EUROPE had four main topics: Populism, 
Social Cohesion, Migration & Integration and Sustain-
able Growth. The goal was to use various perspectives 
from social society members all over Europe in order to 
formulate concrete and feasible policy recommenda-
tions which could serve as input for policy makers at 
the national and European levels.

WHAT WAS THE PROCESS OF DIALOGUE ON EUROPE?
 
DIALOGUE ON EUROPE unfolded in three phases. From 
December 2015 to June 2016 bilateral #EuropeanTown-
Hall Meetings took place in five Southern European 
cities, mostly with the participation of the German 
Minister of State for Europe, Michael Roth. Hence, 
during this period civil society literally met politics. 
From June 2016 to October 2017 by contrast, civil society 

DIALOGUE ON EUROPE
Rebuilding Trust and redefining Europe in tough Times
Project Presentation

Frank-Walter Steinmeier, then German Minister for Foreign Affairs,
speaking at the DIALOGUE ON EUROPE Opening Conference in Berlin, June 2016

Michael Roth, German Minister of State for Europe, discussing with 
participants of the #EuropeanTownHall Meeting in Lisbon, March 2016
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Niels Annen, today Minister of State at the German Federal Foreign Office,
replying to participants of the #EuropeanTownHall Meeting in Madrid, 

June 2016

representatives elaborated independently policy analy-
ses and recommendations. 60 of the #EuropeanTown-
Hall participants cooperated in four so-called ‘Thinking 
Labs’ (according to the four main topics) via digital col-
laboration means and personal meetings at four ‘Euro-
pean Thinking Lab Summits’. Since the last Summit in 
Rome in October 2017, the Thinking Labs have finalised 
their policy recommendations. These will be presented 
during the Closing Conference in Brussels.

WHERE CAN I GET MORE INFORMATION ABOUT
DIALOGUE ON EUROPE AND DAS PROGRESSIVE 
ZENTRUM?

For more information about events, interviews with 
renowned experts, opinion editorials, analyses, press 
coverage and the final policy recommendations, please 
visit the project website www.dialogue-on-europe.eu. 
If you want to know more about the activities of Das 
Progressive Zentrum and its international projects go 
to www.progressives-zentrum.org/?lang=en or follow 
us on Twitter (@DPZ_Berlin) and Facebook.
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DIALOGUE 
ON EUROPE 
@work
Some Impressions from 
our #EuropeanTownHall 
Meetings and Thinking
Lab Summits all over 
Europe

POPULISM

MIGRATION & INTEGRATION

2nd European Thinking Lab Summit,
Paris (March 2017)
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3rd European Thinking Lab Summit,
Rome (October 2017)

3rd European Thinking Lab Summit,
Rome (October 2017)

SUSTAINABLE GROWTH

SOCIAL COHESION
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The Thinking Lab on Social Cohesion was facilitated by 
Max Neufeind, Policy Fellow at Das Progressive Zen-
trum, and Octavio Medina, editor of our Spanish part-
ner organisation Politikon. Our thanks go especially to 
these two, who have so excellently steered our group 

and supported our work in person, and by digital means. 
Moreover, we would like to thank the operational team 
of Das Progressive Zentrum in Berlin for providing us 
with the logistical, organisational and material support 
for the realisation of our work – on site and remotely.

Expression of Thanks by the Thinking Lab on Social Cohesion

Team and General Expression of Thanks

The concept and strategic guidance for DIALOGUE ON 
EUROPE has been delivered by the Executive Director of 
Das Progressive Zentrum, Dominic Schwickert. Philipp 
Sälhoff, Head of International Relations and External Af-
fairs at Das Progressive Zentrum, has been the Project 
Lead during the entire process, including the network 
management with partner organisations in eight coun-
tries. Alban Genty, Project Manager at Das Progressive 
Zentrum, has been in charge of the overall project’s 
operational management on a trans-European scale. 
He was parallely in charge of the network building 
throughout Europe together with the Project Manager 
Benedikt Weingärtner, who moreover assured the qual-
ity management and editing process of all final results 
and documents. The two Project Assistants Camille 
Campagna and Lucas Matray gave highly valuable op-
erative support throughout all stages of DIALOGUE ON 
EUROPE. The fantastic work of the Thinking Labs Co-Fa-
cilitators also needs to be highlighted: Sabrina Schulz & 
Luís Teles Morais, Cláudia Pedra & Maria Skóra, Octavio 
Medina and Max Neufeind as well Nuno Casimiro Vaz 
Silva &  Hanno Burmester (in particular his support in 
conceptional process). During the process more than 
500 attendees took part at 13 events all over Europe at 
colourful places which created a simply unique working 
and discussion atmosphere. To all of them we would 
like to express our gratitude.

Even though it is impossible to name all those who con-
tributed to the success of the project, we would like to 
mention and thank in particular Benyamin Abdülhay, 
Anna Bairaktaris, Viktoria Bechstein, Adriana Cuppuleri, 

Sophie Federspiel, Manuel Gath, Mona Hille, Anastasia 
Lampropoulou, Daniel Menzel, Lena Morozova, 
Elli-Katharina Pohlkamp, Florian Ranft, Salvatore 
Rinaldi, Tanya Shoshan and Nathalia Vitola. Yet, there 
are so many more which cannot be listed here but whose 
contribution for the project is more than appreciated.

At the German Federal Foreign Office, which has made 
the project possible thanks to its generous support, 
we would like to especially thank the Minister of State 
for Europe, Michael Roth, for his active participation at 
DIALOGUE ON EUROPE Town Hall Meetings in several 
countries. Our thanks also go to Niels Annen, today 
Minister of State at the Foreign Office, who enriched 
the #EuropeanTownHall Meeting in Madrid. Further-
more, our gratitude goes to Andreas Görgen, Head of 
the Cultural Department at the Foreign Office, and his 
entire team for their fantastic support throughout all 
stages of the project. Finally, we would like to express 
our sincere thanks to Frank-Walter Steinmeier, former 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and today Federal President 
of Germany, who kindly supported the project and its 
idea from the very beginning. Eventually, numerous 
staff member both at the German Embassies in all 
project countries as well as a the European Directo-
rate-General at the Federal Office in Berlin have been 
outstanding cooperation partners.

Ultimately, we would like to thank Fiona Wollensack for 
her linguistic review of all papers as well as our photo 
and video team consisting of Alexander Probst, Jacob 
Per Blut, Nico Drimecker, Drake Eidson and Carlos Klein.

Hanaé Allali
Dynka Amorim dos Santos
Anouschka Costa Martins
Arnolds Eizenšmits

Members of the Thinking Lab on Social Cohesion
Inês Gregório
Paulo Henrique Kalkhake
Charalampos (Babis) Karpouchtsis
Dimitrios Maragkos

Octavio Medina
Andrea Montanari
Max Neufeind
Alexios Nompilakis

João Pedro Rosa
Panagiotis Vlachos
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We would like to thank our partners from all over Europe: 

ABOUT DAS PROGRESSIVE ZENTRUM
Das Progressive Zentrum, located 
in Berlin, is an independent and 
non-profit think tank. The aim of 
Das Progressive Zentrum is to foster 
new networks of progressive actors from different 
origins and work towards a general acceptance of in-
novative politics and aiming at economic and social 
progress. In this respect Das Progressive Zentrum gath-
ers in its progressive debates mainly young thinkers 
and decisionmakers from Germany and Europe.
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