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Speaking points
[Impact of the COVID-19 crisis on social economy]

· Today’s meeting is taking place in a crucial moment. The COVID-19 health crisis is turning into an unprecedented economic, financial and social crisis, bringing about major repercussions on our economies and societies and, inevitably, on the social economy and social enterprises. 

· We have to properly tackle this crisis to avoid the risk of further divergences undermining social cohesion as well as the European project. This crisis requires a strong response aiming at building an inclusive and resilient economic and social model based on the values of cooperation, solidarity and responsibility. These are the very values at the heart of the social economy

· Many social economy actors are directly contributing to addressingthe crisis in different ways from producing sanitary equipment to providing help to the neighbourhood, support digital work and online education, assistmentally-ill or lonely people, shopping, etc. -thus demonstrating their resilience and adaptability.
· Some figures. According to a study of 2017, the European social economy represents:

· over 13.6 million paid jobs,

· about 6.3% of the working population,

· a total workforce of over 19.1 million people (paid and non-paid),

· more than 82.8 million volunteers, equivalent to 5.5 million (non-paid) full-time workers,

· more than 232 million members of cooperatives, mutuals and similar entities,

· over 2.8 million entities and enterprises.

· Social economy organisation are contributing to cushion the impact of this crisis in numerous ways, in cooperation with and by complementing the actions of public authorities, they provide a wide range of social services, especially for the most vulnerable in society.

· For example, work integration social enterprises are helping to meet the high demand for face masks. Other examples comes from social cooperativeswhich have developed support networks for the elderly and the people in need in their community (delivery of grocery, medicines, material help etc.).

· But many other organisations had to suspend their activities. Initial figures from the network of French associations suggest that only 20% of them managed to maintain more than 20% of their activities. 
· This comes at a very high social cost, given the role of those organisations in promoting social cohesion, meeting the needs of their members, or filling gaps in welfare and general-interest service delivery. 
· Social economy and social enterprises need to be recognised as part of the solution to respond to and recover from the crisis. All types of social economy operators, whatever their legal form or business model, must have full access to economic relief and measures established by the EU and the Member States, in the same way as other companies. 

[EU support measures relevant to social economy]

· The Commission has adopted sizeable measures to avoid that this crisis results in more poverty, social exclusion and ultimately endangers our democracies. Some are relevant to the social economy, for example:

· the allocation of exceptional health care expenditure and targeted relief measures for firms and workers, through the activation of the Stability and Growth Pact’s general escape clause;

· the flexibility provided to Member States through the two Coronavirus Response Investment Initiatives as to how they use their structural funds (notably for measures on healthcare, support for SMEs, and short term work schemes);

· the extension of the scope of the EU Solidarity Fund to health crises;

· the incentives to banks to provide liquidity to SMEs through the European Investment Fund;
· the proposal for a European instrument for temporary support to ensure that workers receive an income and businesses keep their staff (“SURE”) which was endorsed by the European Council on 23 April;

· the use of the full flexibility in the existing state aid rules and the activation of the general escape clause of the Stability and Growth Pact.
· Member States can design their support measures in such a way that these instruments benefit social economy organisations and social enterprises. 
· This is the message I passed on to Member States ministers in a letter sent to them last Friday.
[Future steps]

· We want to foster the contribution of the social economy to the emergency support by facilitating the exchange of good practices and the identification of the needs. 
· You have already been invited to share the initiatives you are aware of through our webinars and the Social Economy Community Platform. Your discussion today on the measures taken to support social economy at national level will further enrich this mutual learning.

· We need to address the rapidly changing needs of social economy organisations and social enterprises following the COVID-19 crisis. Already before the crisis, the finance gap was estimated roughly at around EUR 1 billion per year in Europe. Like most organisations, social economy actors need liquidity. 

· The Commission is therefore exploring whether additional flexibility can be introduced into the existing financial instruments and grants for microfinance and social enterprises of the Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI) programme. 
· The Commission is working on the recovery package, including additional finances and new programmes to adapt the multi-annual financial framework to the new challenges. The social economy has to be part of the of the response to the crisis that the recovery plan will put forward.

· In addition, we want to ensure that the post-2020 funding programmes can address the post crisis needs of European businesses, including the social economy. This includes the social window of InvestEU which will continue to provide support for microfinance and social enterprises.

[Role of social economy]

· The COVID-19 crisis speeds up the need to adapt our priorities, way of living and consuming, and have a greater sense of the collective interest. It confirms that we need an economy that works for people. 

· Social economy organisations and social enterprises can contribute greatly to mitigate and exit the crisis. With their specific business models, social economy and social enterprises are better prepared to address societal and collective challenges.
· Being based on a fair business model, the social economy creates sustainable and resilient employment, provides vital goods and services to local communities and our society, while promoting a fair, resilient and sustainable socioeconomic model.
· Their values can inspire traditional businessesfacing shifts in product demand and supply chain interruptions. In the longer term, traditional businesses may consider relocating their production to Europe, making their goods and services more environmentally friendly, creating sustainable jobs andbetter involving employees in their activities. 
· A clear focus should be put on the nature and quality of jobs created by the social economy organisations and enterprises.

· A special focus should also be put on the gender dimension, not only because an important component of the social economy workforce are women, but also because services provided by the social economy – namely services related to care - are key to allow and foster women participation to (or reintegration into) the labour market.

· The role and potential of the social economy has to be seen also in connection to a revamped post Covid-19 approach to industry which is geared towards policy and financial support to integrated ecosystems based on more resilient value chains. 
[Social economy in thenew Commission’s priorities and Action Plan]
· The new Commission has put sustainability at the heart of its agenda.
· It has referred to the important role of social economy and/or social enterprises in: 

· the Communication “A Strong Social Europe for Just Transitions” adopted in January, 

· the new Circular Economy Action Plan adopted in March, and

· the SME strategy, also adopted in March.

· If the social economy business modelhas already proven its worth in addressing societal problems,it still has a lot of untapped potential in many EU countries. For example, according to the latest available EU level comparison, its share of paid employment varies between 0.6% and 9.9% amongst Member States, with an EU average of 6.3%. 

· This is why the Commission plans to put forward an Action Plan on social economy in 2021.  

· The Commission will seek to boost enabling conditions for the social economy across Europe so that it creates more jobs, provides accessible services, fosters up-skilling, addresses environmental challenges and strengthens communities, in particular at local level. It will also seek to enhance social innovation.

· We will build on the experience gained from the 2011 “Social Business Initiative” and its follow-up under the 2016 “Start-up and Scale-up” initiative. In addition, we will also need to factor in the consequences of the COVID-19 outbreak.
· A study is under way to help us collect the necessary evidence on the impact of those initiatives. It is expected to provide up-to-date insight on the difficulties faced by social economy and social enterprises, and on the extent to which current policies at EU, national and regional level adequately address them. Are existing measures working? How has the context evolved? What remains to be done? These are some of the main questions we want to address. 
· I understand that GECES members have and/or will be invited to input into this study, and would like to thank you in advance for your valuable contributions. Please make sure your input is as concrete and precise as possible – for example by suggesting specific wording changes in EU legislation. Please also give us examples. This will greatly help us make the case for the measures we will put forward in this Action Plan. 

· Our consultation will extend beyond GECES. The public consultation on the implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights and the European Social Economy Summit in Mannheim will be important aspects of the preparation. 
[Link with European Pillar of social rights]
· Social economy helps us implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights:

· in ensuring fair access to labour marketsas it creates jobs often resilient in economic downturns. 

· in creating fair working conditions, in keeping with its participatory nature. 

· in fostering social protection and inclusion, as it offers new ways of organising welfare services and have citizens participate in society and the economy.

· We need your feedback in preparing the forthcoming Action Plan for the implementation of the Pillar. The consultation “Have Your Say in Reinforcing Social Europe” is open until 30 November and we are looking forward to getting your contributions, also on how the implementation of the Pillar principles can contribute to recovering from our current unprecedented crisis.
[Link with Semester]

· The European Semester provides a framework for the coordination of economic policies across the European Union. Member States report against key goals including efforts to address social inclusion and poverty reduction, and environmental protection. It now also measures the progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

· Social economy organisations have the SDGs at the core of their activities. We believe that the social economy can act as a powerful means of tackling poverty and environmental degradation.

· This year’s economic policy recommendations will focus heavily on addressing the COVID-19 crisis. This crisis requires a strong response aiming at bringing about robust economic and social progress. 
· I am deeply convinced that the social economy has a key role to play in this critical moment as well as for the future.Theresponse to the crisis is an opportunity to reconstruct the Union on more resilient, fair and sustainable foundations– the social economy has to be part of such response!
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