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Have your say on reinforcing Social Europe 

Social Economy Europe contribution 

The 2.8 million social economy enterprises and organisations operating in the 

European Union, employing 13.6 million people, providing volunteering opportunities 

to 82.8 million citizens and accounting for 8% of the EU’s GDP,  are a fundamental 

partner of the European Union, Member States and public administrations to achieve 

the strategic objectives of the European Pillar of Social Rights, as well as its 20 

principles structured around three chapters:  

 Equal opportunities and access to the labour market 

 Fair working conditions 

 Social protection and inclusion 

In the last year, Europe and the rest of the world have been hit by an unprecedented 

healthcare, economic and social crisis due to the COVID-19 pandemic. At the same 

time the EU has pre-agreed -Social Economy Europe hopes that an agreement 

coherent with EU democratic values will be reached soon- a historic Recovery 

Package, the Next Generation EU, mobilising 750 billion -on top of the new EU budget- 

to repair damage from the crisis and prepare a better future for the next 

generation. A recovery effort that according to the Commission’s proposal should be 

driven by solidarity, cohesion, and convergence, ensuring that no person, no 

region, no Member State are left behind. 

In short, the current terrible crisis connected to this historic recovery effort, can 

represent an opportunity to strengthen the socio-economic structure, the welfare, the 

cohesion, and the wellbeing of our European Union, tackling challenges as the rise of 

inequalities, or climate change and the need to offer a positive alternative for a Green 

and Fair Transition.  

The social economy, 

that has been 

identified by the 

European 

Commission as one of 

the fourteen industrial 

ecosystems for the 

recovery, needs to be 

at the heart of the 

economic 

reconstruction of the 

EU for several 

reasons:  
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• As a lesson of this crisis, healthcare and other social services of general interest 

managed by non-for profited/limited profitability entities should be recognized 

and supported, ensuring the quality of the service, the participation of 

stakeholders in its management and fair working conditions. Furthermore, on 

the contrary to what happened with the last financial crisis of 2008, public 

investment in essential social services should be increased.  

Social economy, because of its social engagement and strong link with the local 

communities, is well placed to strengthen its central role in the care economy.  

• A successful and sustainable exit of the crisis should be aligned with the values 

of the social economy: more cooperation, more solidarity, more democracy and 

people first. The social economy community will do its utmost to support the 

uptake of these very practical values throughout the crisis.  

• Re-building Europe’s economic fabric: 

o Entrepreneurship will be needed. What type of entrepreneurship and 

what type of jobs? Public authorities should support collective social 

economy entrepreneurship because of its higher resilience to 

economic downturns and also because of the type of jobs associated 

with social economy entrepreneurship: stable jobs that ensure the 

worker’s access to social protection.  

o No one should be excluded from the possibility of becoming an 

entrepreneur: collective social economy entrepreneurship 

empowers individuals and allows them to build together strategic, 

sustainable and resilient projects.  

o Social economy should be supported as driver of the green transition, 

playing already a leading role in the circular economy, the citizens-led 

production and distribution of renewable energies, sustainable 

housing, sustainable production of agri-food products, sustainable 

and micro-finance and in green urban mobility projects (such as car-

sharing platforms).  

o The social economy can and should play a key role in the re-

industrialisation of Europe, especially of its less developed and 

transition regions. Innovative social economy projects, including worker 

buyouts, should be supported as a tool for creating quality jobs and 

strengthening the productive structure of these regions.  

o Social economy is crucial to ensure that no one is left behind 

throughout the socio-economic recovery and to work opportunities 

for everyone, including people with disabilities or at risk of social 

exclusion. Beyond the discussions on basic income, we should 
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collectively safeguard and strengthen the cohesion of our societies, and 

do our utmost to ensure that everyone, including people with 

disabilities or at risk of social exclusion, can be fully integrated in 

our societies and labour markets. This is also fundamental from 

psychological perspective; everyone deserves to have the possibility of 

being useful for society and having a purpose. Therefore, Work 

Integration Social Enterprises, social cooperatives, and other social 

economy forms should be specifically supported.  

Social Economy Europe, together with its members and partners, is committed to 

supporting the European Union in restoring social and economic convergence and to 

build back better, strengthening Europe’s position a space for freedom, democracy and 

shared prosperity, cohesion and wellbeing.  

The European Action Plan for the Social Economy, as part of the 

policy package for a Green and Fair Transition 

Social Economy Europe believes that the European Action Plan for the Social 

Economy, that will be released by the European Commission in the fourth quarter of 

2021, should be an important part of the policy package to restore social and economic 

convergence and boost the green, fair and digital transitions.  

The Action Plan should serve among other objectives to:  

 Promote a common understanding of the social economy in the European Union 

and support -through capacity building and exchange of best practices- the 

growing number of Member States and public administrations willing to set-up 

social economy laws and public policies.  

 

 Strengthen the visibility and the recognition of the social economy. For instance, 

the participation of social economy employers -employing 13.6 million people, 

6.3% of the EU’s working population- in the EU inter-sectorial social dialogue 

should be promoted.  

 

 Support access to finance and EU funding for social economy enterprises and 

organisations, through EU financial regulation, better recognising the role of 

social economy financiers as cooperative and ethical banks, micro-finance 

institutions or mutual and cooperative insurers; the sustainable finance agenda 

but also through capacity building to access EU funds and financial 

instruments as InvestEU, the ESF Plus, the ERDF, Horizon Europe, Erasmus 

etc.  

 

 Boosting access to markets for social economy enterprises, overcoming 

obstacles in the framework of the Single Market, and supporting social 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12743-Social-Economy-Action-Plan
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12743-Social-Economy-Action-Plan
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economy’s internationalisation through trade agreements and economic 

diplomacy, as well as boosting socially responsible public procurement and in 

general a more responsible consumption.  

 

 Promote the social economy as a driver for a Green and Fair transition.  

 

 Support the development of the social economy at global level as driver for the 

achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals.  

 

 Incorporate the Social Economy into the economic and social priorities of the 

European Semester, aiming to generate greater integration and coordination at 

European level of the policies to boost employment through the social economy, 

in line with the European Pillar of Social Rights.  

Investments into social economy projects  

Social Economy Europe calls on EU Institutions to include social economy projects as 

an investment priority in the “Next Generation EU” regulations. The European social 

economy which currently represents 2.8 million enterprises and organisations, 10% of 

all EU companies, employs 13.6 million people and accounts for 8% of the EU’s GDP 

is a key partner to achieve a diversity of strategic objectives:  

 Reindustrialise Europe’s territories leveraging on their human capital through 

collective entrepreneurship.  

 Save jobs and enterprises through business transfers of enterprises at risk of 

closing to their employees.  

 Create opportunities for all, focusing on the work and social integration of 

people at risk of social exclusion (people with disabilities, migrants and refugees 

etc.), through competitive business models.  

 Accelerate Europe’s Green Transition, through energy communities and 

renewable energy cooperatives, a key driver in the transition from fossil fuels to 

renewable energies and from a centralised energy market to a decentralised 

market, in which citizens produce and consume their own energy (prosumers). 

Decentralised energy systems create more jobs than centralised systems and 

provide a wide range of benefits for the local communities of Europe.  

Furthermore, social economy has been recognised by the Commission as a 

pioneer in job creation linked to the circular economy and is a frontrunner in 

sustainable agriculture. 

 Cohesion Europe’s territories, offering economic opportunities in Europe’s 

depopulated and rural areas. 
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 Accelerate a fair digital transition, supporting the creation of European 

digital platforms ensuring decent working conditions and at the service of the 

communities in which the operate.  

 Strengthen our Welfare Systems in cooperation with public authorities.  

 Strengthen our democracies and the active participation of EU citizens.  

These are just some examples of what the social economy can do to build back better 

our economies and societies in response to the current crisis, as highlighted  in  the 

findings and recommendations of the recently published OECD report/study on Social 

economy and the COVID-19 crisis: current and future roles.   

Experience shows that regulatory recognition is a pre-condition for the access 

of social economy enterprises and organisations to EU funds and financial 

instruments, but it is not sufficient: there are additional obstacles. Despite being 

mentioned in the Juncker Plan Regulation (European Fund of Strategic Investments), 

the social economy represents a mere 2% of all the signed EFSI loans directly 

provided to a project. Therefore, beyond the need to mainstream the social economy 

into the EU regulation on Next Generation EU and into the National Recovery and 

Resilience Plans, Social Economy Europe calls on EU Institutions and Member States 

to:  

 Involve social economy representative organisations in the elaboration of the 

National Recovery and Resilience Plans and within its governance, mobilising 

their experience and their capacity to contribute to the fair and sustainable 

recovery of Europe.  

 

 Create instruments to ensure that social economy enterprises and organisations 

can access   the European Recovery Plan funds on equal footing with other 

forms of enterprises. One possible solution to these obstacles could be co-

financing the creation of Social Economy Support Funds at Member State 

level managed by social economy intermediaries.   

It is important to stress that some Member States as Spain have already included the 

Social Economy as priority in the framework of its draft National Recovery and 

Resilience Plan.  

A positive alternative to some of the challenges generated by the 

current business-models in the platform economy 

The social economy -cooperatives, mutuals, associations, foundations, social 

enterprises and other legal forms- can be an ally of EU Institutions in achieving two 

objectives:  

http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/social-economy-and-the-covid-19-crisis-current-and-future-roles-f904b89f/
http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/social-economy-and-the-covid-19-crisis-current-and-future-roles-f904b89f/
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 Promoting the emergence and scale-up of EU players in the digital and “platform 

economy” 

 

 Tackle some of the challenges of the business-models that currently dominate 

the platform economy such as:  

 

o Precarity of the platform workers, lack of social protection and abuse of 

the self-employment model.  

o Unfair competition with the local economy and negative externalities as 

rise in the prices of housing.  

o Or little reinvestment of the profits into EU economies.  

Many of these challenges can be tackled by promoting shared ownership platform 

economy models, such as platform cooperatives and associations.  

A Partnership for the upskilling and reskilling of social economy 

employees 

SEE proposes to launch -under the pact for Skills- a large-scale European public-

private partnership for the upskilling and reskilling of social economy 

employees. This would enable joint efforts among social economy enterprises and 

organisations, as well as public authorities, academia and vocational training centres, 

currently working to upskill and reskill social economy employees. Moreover, it would 

create synergies and alliances among them and provide strategic orientations on mega 

trends to the social economy community and serve as a support center/help desk for 

all the funds available: to raise awareness among social economy actors on the funds 

and how to access the at local/national level. 

1) The inter-sectorial nature of the Social Economy should be considered, as a 

business model present in sectors such as industry, social services and social 

protection, social inclusion, education, retail, renewable energies production, 

automotive, banking, agriculture, technology. 

2) Social Economy stakeholders should be involved in the design and implementation 

of the skilling agenda for and with proximity and social economy organisations.  

3) Extra attention should be devoted to reinvestment of profits into the reskilling and 

upskilling of employees, as a key characteristic of social economy business models.  

4) Attention should be devoted to providing the right skills for youth and women, also 

employees, to become social economy entrepreneurs or social intrapreneurs. With the 

right training for employees, social economy has the potential to save enterprises and 

jobs jeopardized by the current crisis through the transfer of enterprises to their 

employees under a social economy form (cooperative, labour society etc.).  
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5) In many social economy enterprises, the employees are also co-owners of the 

company, at the same time most social economy companies include their employees 

in their governance/decision-making process, so additional skills are needed to 

correctly fulfil both roles.  

6) Attention should be paid to the role of work integration social enterprises which offer 

job opportunities, education, reskilling and upskilling to individuals at risk of social 

exclusion. 

Creating job opportunities for people with disabilities:  

Social economy is truly a powerful tool that can contribute to the empowerment of 

people with disabilities, creating meaningful jobs and promoting inclusive working 

conditions. Indeed, social economy organisations (cooperatives, mutuals, 

associations, foundations and social enterprises, among other specific legal forms), 

represent now more than 2.8 million of enterprises in Europe and employ 13.6 million 

people in the EU, and they are traditionally more committed to the labour integration of 

people with disabilities (in some countries they employ up to three times more workers 

with disabilities than traditional enterprises).   

Moreover, social economy is particularly important in our current times, since in 

previous economic crisis, social economy enterprises have been more successful in 

maintaining jobs and have proven to be more resilient than the public sector and 

traditional profit maximising companies1, as they are people-centred enterprises 

applying internal flexibility to save jobs and maintain the socio-economic activity. This 

differentiator makes our companies particularly relevant to minimise the negative 

impact that the COVID crisis could have on people with disabilities and to help them 

seizing the opportunities that the different recovery funds could generate.   

Social economy can contribute to a more inclusive and sustainable society, and its 

merits as a fundamental actor in the integration of people with disabilities into the 

labour market has indeed emerged, but this role remains under-researched. One of 

the main reasons for this is the lack of consistent recognition of social economy at 

political, regulatory, funding and public procurement levels. In this sense, as supported 

by many relevant studies2, it is fundamental to establish a coherent, rigorous definition 

of the SE as a concept, and of the different classes of companies and organisations 

that form part of it. In this regard, we believe that the Strategy should use clear and 

straightforward concepts, which would facilitate the transposition of EU rules and 

guidelines into the different realities and contexts of each Member State.  

In the context of social economy and labour market, it is fundamental to ensure that 

people with disabilities have access to proper education and training that allows them 

 
1 http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/social-economy-and-the-covid-19-crisis-current-and-
future-roles-f904b89f/  
2 https://www.eesc.europa.eu/resources/docs/qe-30-12-790-en-c.pdf  

http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/social-economy-and-the-covid-19-crisis-current-and-future-roles-f904b89f/
http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/social-economy-and-the-covid-19-crisis-current-and-future-roles-f904b89f/
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/resources/docs/qe-30-12-790-en-c.pdf


 
 

8 
 

to stay competitive in the market. Thus, we believe that a commitment should be made 

to training and qualifying professionals and promoting the conversion and adaptation 

of social responses that serve all people and that do not discriminate based on 

disability or support needs. 

About the Social Economy: 

The social economy is a major player of our European social market economy. There 

are 2.8 million social economy enterprises and organisations, ranging from SMEs 

to large EU groups, that operate in all sectors, employing 13.6 million citizens and 

accounting for 8% of the Union’s GDP.  

The European social economy is made of a diversity of enterprises and organisations 

strongly rooted in the EU Single Market, such as cooperatives, mutuals, 

associations, foundations and social enterprises, among others legal forms 

specific to each Member State. These forms of enterprises and organisations are 

united by values and features as the primacy of people and the social objective over 

capital, democratic governance, solidarity and the reinvestment of most profits to 

pursue sustainable development objectives.  

About Social Economy Europe:  

Social Economy Europe (SEE) is the voice of the 2.8 million social economy 

enterprises and organisations in the European Union. Created in November 2000 

under the name of CEP-CMAF - the European Standing Conference of Cooperatives, 

Mutuals, Associations and foundations - with the purpose of establishing a permanent 

dialogue between the social economy and the European Institutions, in 2008, CEP-

CMAF changed its name and officially became Social Economy Europe. 

SEE members include the European organisations of: mutual and cooperative insurers 

(AMICE); nonprofit healthcare players, health mutuals and health insurance funds 

(AIM); industrial and service cooperatives (CECOP); foundations (EFC); associations 

of general interest (CEDAG); work integration social enterprises (ENSIE); ethical 

banks and financiers (FEBEA); and the European Cities and Regions for the social 

economy (REVES). SEE also represents the national social economy organisations of 

France (ESS-France), Italy (National Third Sector Forum), Portugal (CASES), Spain 

(CEPES) and Belgium (ConcertES). 

 

 


