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Joint Conclusions

This seventh joint seminar, organised by the EESC and the CCRF, was held in Brussels in the presence of Mr Georges Dassis, EESC President, and Mr Valery Fadeev, CCRF Secretary. The Joint Seminar examined four main areas of particular importance for EU-Russia people-to-people contacts, namely the role of civil society in fostering democracy, scientific research, higher education and cross-border projects. Civil society ties have a positive influence on development of dialogue, thus creating better climate in European region. Economic development in rural areas remains a priority for both sides as well. In this context, the seminar focused in particular on the importance of narrowing urban-rural divides. 


The participants agreed on the following conclusions:

Civil society's role in fostering peace, democracy and humanitarian cooperation
1. We consider that EESC and the CCRF, representing civil society institutions in Russia and the EU, have an instrumental role to play in supporting and contributing to sustainable economic, social and cultural development, democracy and human rights, and fostering people-to-people contacts. Therefore, we reiterate that the EESC and the CCRF should be involved in the discussions and in the implementation of actions aiming at enhancing the overall EU-Russia relations. 
2. We emphasize the need for more public information and more transparency as regards EU-Russia relations, with the overall objective to contribute to a better mutual understanding between civil societies of Russia and the EU, and the wider dissemination of information about benefits resulting from such strengthened cooperation.

3. We are encouraged to see that people-to-people contacts remain one of the main strands of continued engagement between the EU and Russia and consider our exchanges to constitute a meaningful part of these contacts. We are determined to further intensify and expand our mutual relations into all policy areas where the organisations have an added value, such as the promotion of democracy, economic ties, social policies such as employment and public health, environmental protection and cultural exchanges, humanitarian cooperation.
4. We agree that relaunching cooperation with the EU-Russia Parliamentary Cooperation Committee will contribute to the overall promotion of EU-Russia relations; therefore both the EESC and CCRF will take actions in this direction.

Cooperation in higher education, science, research and innovation
· On EU-Russia cooperation in the area of science, research and innovation

5. We welcome the long-standing, ongoing and open cooperation between Russia and the EU in the area of research, especially in the sectors of aeronautics, and research infrastructures, and encourage increased participation in these sectors.  We also encourage Russian entities to actively participate in various calls for proposals under the Horizon2020 work programme for 2018-2020, which is to be announced in October 2017.

6. We underline that scientific relations between the EU and Russia are among the most long-standing areas of cooperation between the two sides, have led to numerous important achievements, and are based on a large, dense and refined network of scientific institutions and scientists, and that this achievement is worth fostering and cherishing. We notice in this regard specifically the many and diverse opportunities offered under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie actions (MSCA) which could benefit both sides.
7. We notice and regret the sharp decline in Russian participation in the Horizon2020 programme compared to the FP7, due, in part, to the requirement that participation must be accompanied by resources from a Russian co-funding mechanism established for this purpose.  We consider that this decline is in part due to the misconception on both sides that Russian participation would no longer be welcome, and we call for this element influencing this decline to be addressed and reviewed.
8. We note, with enthusiasm, the work of the Joint Science & Technology (S&T) Committee on the framework conditions for enhancing collaboration, among others the decision of the Russian co-funding mechanism to support collaborative actions with the EU under Horizon 2020, and the improved exchange of information. 
· On aligning higher education in Russia and the EU – the Bologna process, and cooperation under Erasmus+
9. We support the promotion of open dialogue on higher education systems in Russia and EU at the current stage of Bologna process and its future; we stress the particular importance of participation of Russian universities in Erasmus+.     

10. We note with satisfaction the achievements so far between Russia, the EU member states and a number of third countries under the Bologna Process, aimed at aligning tertiary education in participating countries. We support both the Russian and European authorities in continuing the joint efforts to achieve to greater harmonisation, strengthened quality assurance and easier recognition of qualifications and periods of study, which in turn will make Russian and European universities more attractive and competitive, and will facilitate young people mobility.

11. We welcome the opening up of the 2014-2020 Erasmus+ programme to partner countries - including Russia - and note with interest that since, over 10,000 students and staff participated in academic exchanges between EU and Russia. 
12. We note the significant increase in participation in Jean Monnet activities by Russian universities since 2014, and welcome the additional funding allocated during these two years from the EU's Partnership Instrument.
13. In the area of capacity building projects for higher education, we regret the recently changes in regulation preventing Russian universities from being the lead institution in capacity building projects funded under Erasmus+, and limiting their participation to regional projects which include other partner countries, and note that despite certain restrictions, Russian universities remain very active participants.

14. We highlight the need to apply visa rules in a way that simplifies travel for students and scientists. Customs should also be simplified.   

15. We see an important role for civil society from EU and Russia to work together on sharing expertise in capacity building in higher education, especially when it comes to developing approaches to internationalization and harmonization, so as to promote international staff mobility.
Economic development in rural areas
· On the urban-rural divide
16. We are convinced that joint efforts to promote economic activity in the regions through, inter alia, cross-border cooperation programmes, would have a positive impact on employment, economic outlook, sustainable growth and people's well-being there. We urge for measures aimed at promotion of integrated, multi-functional and energy-efficient house-building in the region, e.g. by building population and cultural centres, using IT in sparsely populated areas (distance schooling, e-healthcare) and tourism.
17. We draw attention to the importance for policies to address the urban-rural divide to be based on the correct premises and statistical evidence, in order for these policies to be effective and avoid measures which aggravate the situation because they are based, for example, on the flawed conception that innovation is concentrated in urban areas. 

18. We recognise the potential risk, on both sides, of the digital divide and the urban-rural divide reinforcing one another. We call for regional cohesion and economic development policies to mainstream and prioritise concrete measures to prevent this from happening, and measures aimed at making sure that, in particular, school children and lower-income groups are not denied opportunities because of these two mutually reinforcing gaps;    
19. With regard to the challenges resulting from the fact that both European and Russian societies face aging populations which reside mostly in the countryside, we observe that investments will be necessary to keep ensuring access to social services. Actions to maintain vital communities in rural areas are called for, specifically in fields such as services, job creation, education and mobility. 
· On cross-border cooperation
20. We advocate for an increased and regular involvement of civil society organisations on both sides, including indigenous groups, when shaping policies and strategies towards the EU's and Russia's northernmost regions. Through increased awareness raising efforts, various social stakeholders, including business, employees, environmental conservationists, and indigenous groups should be encouraged to participate in both multilateral and bilateral cross-border cooperation activities in these regions. 
21. We acknowledge the positive outcomes of the five cross-border cooperation programmes which Russia, the EU and several EU member states co-financed in 2007-2013, in terms of the numerous people-to-people contacts and networks which were established, resulting in increased mutual understanding, the development of new skills and valuable personal and professional experiences. We welcome as well the new cross-border cooperation programmes for the period 2014-2020.
22. At the same time, we consider that a closer cooperation is needed between EU and Russia to ensure that the positive results obtained from these cross-border cooperation projects are sustainable in the middle and long-term, especially in terms of the creation of jobs. Furthermore, we note that the results of successfully completed projects, unfortunately, are yet to be translated into practice, especially in the area of tourism where new routes created could be more actively promoted.
23. When it comes to the economic development of their northernmost regions in the area of infrastructure, especially rail, road, air and maritime transport, we call upon all actors involved in developing economic cooperation in these regions to take into account the need to preserve their fragile ecosystems, and act in compliance with the highest international standards of sustainable development.
24. We stress the value of close cooperation in the area of environmental protection, energy efficiency and asbestos removal for/from civil and public buildings, building and exploitation of treatment facilities, recycling of solid household, medical and industrial waste.  

25. We recognize the importance of fostering expanded communications in energy, resource saving and energy efficiency with application of nanotechnologies, based on the experience of European countries and Russia.

26. We express confidence that EU-Russia coordinated decisions on conservation of bio-resources of rivers, seas and oceans would contribute to better living conditions for people inhabiting the regions concerned.

27. We believe that facilitation of cross-border movements remains of increasing importance to promote trade relations and forward better understanding between our peoples and states.    

This declaration will be submitted to the political authorities of the European Union, its Member States and the Russian Federation.
Brussels, 27 September 2017
	Georges Dassis, President
European Economic and Social Committee

	Valery Fadeev, Secretary
Civic Chamber of the Russian Federation
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