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“Responsible consumption and solidarity-based finance” –

Recommendation 244 (2008) of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe 
(Reply adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 20 May 2009 at the 1057th meeting of the Ministers’ Deputies) 

——————————————

1. 
The Committee of Ministers has examined with interest Congress Recommendation 244 (2008) on “Responsible consumption and solidarity-based finance”. It has brought it to the attention of the governments of member states and to the European Committee on Local and Regional Democracy (CDLR), the European Committee for Social cohesion (CDCS), the Steering Committee for Education (CDED), the European Committee on Legal Co-operation (CDCJ), the European Steering Committee for Youth (CDEJ) and the Council of Europe Development Bank (CEB) for information and possible comments, as well as to the European Commission. 

2. 
The Committee of Ministers welcomes the attention given by the Congress to the importance of promoting responsible consumption and solidarity-based finance, and the trend to do so in member states through diverse initiatives. It shares the view of the Congress that efforts remain to be made in this area, both with regard to awareness raising as to how consumer habits can impact people and ecosystems – both on the local and global scale – and with regard to developing positive, realistic options allowing for a change of behaviour where desired.  Responsibility falls on all stakeholders in society, and the Committee of Minsters recognises in particular the important role of local and regional authorities in this respect. 

3.
The High-Level Task Force report on Social Cohesion in the 21st century, recommended that the Council of Europe get involved in “building a Europe of responsibilities that are both shared and social” by undertaking activities to increase “the sense of social responsibility” in a globalising world, including that of citizens, “especially in their employment, consumption and investment patterns and lifestyles”.  The report also calls on the Council of Europe to build confidence in the future, encouraging the development of a shared vision of values, rights and responsibilities and of a transversal approach to framing policies, and to monitoring their impact on social cohesion.  

4.
With reference to paragraph 6.a., the Committee of Ministers has recently established an ad hoc advisory group on “a Europe of shared social responsibilities: citizens’ and public authorities’ roles in promoting a cohesive and sustainable society” (CS-S-RSP).  One of the challenges to be taken into account by the group is the need to encourage restraint in terms of consumption so as to preserve human rights and resources for future generations.  The Congress is invited to send a representative to the Group’s meetings.

5.
With reference to paragraphs 6.b. and c., the Committee of Ministers shares the view of the Congress with regard to the value of raising awareness of children and young people to the concept of responsible consumption, so that, as tomorrow’s citizens, their decisions as consumers can be as informed and responsible as possible.  It has taken note of the potential role of the Steering Committee for Education (CDED) and the European Committee for Youth (CDEJ) in developing tools to this end as outlined in the comments appended.  It also considers that this aspect might be brought to the attention of the Schools for Health in Europe Network (SHE). This Network, previously known as the European Network of Health Promoting Schools (ENHPS), supported jointly by the Council of Europe, European Commission and the WHO, is a model framework for spreading important educational messages to young people with regard to health promotion and prevention.  

6.
The Committee of Ministers would also draw the Congress’ attention to Resolution CM/Res(2008)23 in which a number of priorities and action on the youth policy of the Council of Europe are outlined.  These include promoting awareness education and action among young people on environment and sustainable development and encouraging young people to promote global solidarity and co-operation. 

7.
With reference to paragraph 6.d., the Committee of Ministers would refer to the comments of the Governing Board of the Council of Europe Development Bank below.  
8.
Finally, the Committee of Ministers would draw attention to the comments of the European Committee on Legal Co-operation (CDCJ) and in particular to Recommendation CM/Rec(2007)8 on legal solutions to debt problems.

Appendix to the reply

Comments on Congress Recommendation 244 (2008) by the bodies consulted

Comments of the European Committee for Social Cohesion (CDCS) 

The CDCS welcomes Congress Recommendation 244 (2008) on “Responsible consumption and solidarity-based finance” and approved its contents, which contribute to promoting social and shared responsibility as recommended by the Social Cohesion Strategy and the report of the High-Level Task Force on Social Cohesion.

In a globalised world, characterised by the interdependence between people and generations, a responsible and share responsibility appears to be necessary to a society of law which ensures the well-being of all, at present and in the long term.

Responsible consumption and solidarity-based finance are the two fundamental ways of expression within the reach of each citizen, allowing everyone to express the sharing of his/her social responsibility with other stakeholders of the society (public authorities, enterprises, etc.) with a motivating effect for other actors, particularly enterprises following this approach.

The CDCS approved the different proposed measures aiming to facilitate and encourage citizens’ commitment to responsible consumption and solidarity-based finance at a local level, alongside local and regional authorities. It considers that social and shared responsibility is firstly built at a local level and includes the core elements for strengthening social cohesion. It also agrees with the recommendations relating to measures to be taken at other levels in order to create the conditions for a full expression of citizens’ will to commit themselves to this approach, as well as those in the  educational area (particularly for young people) and in the awareness-raising one, by stressing the role and responsibility of media.

The CDCS gives particular importance to the consideration of social clauses in the terms of the loan contracts of the Council of Europe Development Bank, as suggested by the Congress.

The Committee welcomes the Congress’ will for further dialogue among public authorities, citizens and other socio-economic players, particularly in the context of the Council of Europe’s European Platform for Dialogue on Ethical and Solidarity-based initiatives, taking into account its crucial role as spaces of genuine co-operation for conceiving and proposing new complementarities and articulations between publics authorities, citizens and other stakeholders in the society.

Comments of the Bureau of the Steering Committee for Education (CDED) 
The Bureau of the Steering Committee for Education (CDED):

After taking note with great interest of Recommendation 244 (2008) of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe on “Responsible consumption and solidarity-based finance”;

Aware of the consumption patterns portrayed in the media through advertising and of the role played by children as direct or indirect consumers and of schools as the main place where children acquire the competences required to take a critical look at advertisements (learning to decode the language used, and to distinguish between values and products) and to take a responsible attitude to consumption (learning to read labels, trace the origin of products and find out about the conditions in which goods are produced, etc);

Welcomes the recommendation set out in paragraph 6.b on developing guidelines on children’s and young people’s education in responsible consumption;

Believes that the CDED could develop such guidelines in the context of a specific project concerning either the media or sustainable development education, or as part of its “Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights” project. It could also focus one of the forthcoming European training modules, which are part of its programme for the training of education professionals “Pestalozzi”, on the competences which teachers must develop with a view to teaching children to take a responsible attitude to consumption and on exchanging good practices and teaching tools used in member states.  

Comments of the European Steering Committee for Youth (CDEJ) 
The CDEJ welcomes the Congress Recommendation 244 on “Responsible consumption and solidarity-based finance”. It shares the spirit of this recommendation, even though consumption and finance questions are not part of the CDEJ competence. The CDEJ is concerned with another aspect of these issues, notably “the cause of social cohesion and equity and the avoidance of courses ending in exclusion and aggravation of inequalities”. 

To start with, in order to become a consumer (and, even better, a responsible consumer), young people need to have a job and access to a proper relevant education in order to get a job. Both issues are very problematic in all member states of the Council of Europe, with an ever increasing number of young people not finding their first job or being precariously paid. The recent statistics show that more and more young working people cannot afford their own accommodation and are obliged to live with their parents until over 30 years old. 

The 8th Council of Europe Conference of Ministers responsible for Youth (Kyiv, Ukraine, 10‑11 October 2008) has adopted a Declaration on “The future of the Council of Europe youth policy: AGENDA 2020”, in which the Ministers responsible for Youth from 49 States Party to the European Cultural Convention of the Council of Europe agreed that the following issues should be regarded as priorities for the Council of Europe youth policy and action, alongside human rights and intercultural dialogue:

- supporting the integration of excluded young people;

- ensuring young people’s access to education, training and the working life, particularly through the promotion and recognition of non-formal education/learning;

- supporting young people’s transition from education to the labour market, for example by strengthening possibilities to reconcile private and working life;

- supporting young people’s autonomy and well-being as well as their access to decent living conditions;

- ensuring young people’s equal access to cultural, sporting and creative activities;

- encouraging intergenerational dialogue and solidarity.
As regards the Congress’ recommendation to the Committee of Ministers to undertake an appraisal of the concept of human rights which takes into account citizen responsibility and to invite “the Steering Committee for Youth (CDEJ) to promote the concept of responsible consumption actively and to help young people think about it by producing teaching material”, the CDEJ would be ready to discuss this issue to see how to take it into consideration in its work programme.

Comments by the European Committee on Legal Co-operation (CDCJ) 

The Bureau of the CDCJ took note of the recommendation of the Congress. It welcomed the recommendation and, given the close links which exist with activities of the CDCJ in this field, decided to make the following observations.

The Bureau of the CDCJ wishes to recall and to draw the attention of the Congress and of the members states to the Recommendation of the Committee of Ministers CM/Rec(2007)8 on legal solutions to debt problems and its explanatory memorandum (Appendix II) which were adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 20 June 2007 at the 999bis meeting of the Ministers’ Deputies. This recommendation is a direct follow-up to Resolution No. 1 on seeking legal solutions to debt problems in a credit society which was adopted by the European Ministers of Justice at their 26th Conference (Helsinki, 2005).

Recommendation CM/Rec(2007)8 on legal solutions to debt problems is the first international legal instrument on this subject. It indicates three principal and complementary ways through which debt problems can and should be dealt with:

· prevention of over-indebtedness;

· alleviation of the effects of the recovery of debts;

· rehabilitation of over-indebted individuals and families. 

The recommendation aims at identifying possible legal and political measures that can be applied by the states in order to:

· prevent over-indebtedness of individuals and families;

· adjust the recovery of debts from the over-indebted in a manner that avoids their social and financial exclusion;

· facilitate rehabilitation of the over-indebted with due regard to their human dignity. 

It suggests user-friendly methods and extra-judicial settlement mechanisms of dealing with debt problems such as counselling and mediation or financial literacy.

It also considers the benefits of co-operation between competent bodies at international, national, regional and local level to deal with this problem.

The CDCJ is convinced that Recommendation CM/Rec(2007)8, which sets out minimum legal standards for dealing with debt problems, forms a sound basis for member states wishing to make national legal reforms in this area.

In the context of the current worldwide financial crisis, tackling the issue of consumers’ debt problems is becoming urgent. In many member states, the use of credit has increased over the past few decades which can lead to serious financial difficulties for individuals and families. 

Against this background, a strong need is felt to promote important standards such as Recommendation CM/Rec(2007)8. Recommendation 244 (2008) of the Congress goes along the same lines and is complementary to CM/Rec(2007)8.

Comments from the Governing Board of the Council of Europe Development Bank

At its 190th meeting on 28 November 2008, the Governing Board examined the above recommendation and transmitted to the Committee of Ministers the comments as follows:

“The Governing Board examined Recommendation 244 (2008) of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe, recommending the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe to invite: “the Council of Europe Development Bank to insert social clauses in the terms of their loan contracts”.

The Governing Board recalls that the Council of Europe Development Bank is the sole international financial institution with a statutory social mandate.  In particular Article XIII, section c. of the Articles of Agreement stipulates that: “c. Applications for loans or guarantees shall be submitted to the Administrative Council after receipt of the Secretary General’s opinion as to the admissibility based on the project’s conformity with the political and social aims of the Council of Europe”.

Projects financed by the Bank also have to respect the European Convention on Human Rights as well as the European Social Charter. More specifically, the CEB Loan Regulations (Article 3.3, section g) state that the Bank may demand early reimbursement of disbursed loans: “.. (iii) where the implementation of the project financed by the Bank leads to a violation of the European Convention on Human Rights and the European Social Charter”.
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