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I INTRODUCTION 
 
1. In its Opinion of 7 March 2001 on the 2000 Review of the Internal Market 
Strategy and the follow-up on the EFTA side (C/00/R/006), the EFTA Consultative 
Committee (CSC) called for an EFTA Action Plan to be established. The Standing 
Committee endorsed the request at the 6th joint meeting of the Consultative and the 
Standing Committees on 29 March 2001.  
 
2. A wider EFTA Action Plan was adopted on 18 January 2002 by the Standing 
Committee of the EFTA States for the follow-up to the three dimensions of the Lisbon 
Strategy: Reforms of the Internal Market, the European social model; and the 
establishment of a strategy for sustainable development. The Action Plan sets out 
priorities for the EEA EFTA States among EU initiatives for all three dimensions, 
mainly identified through the 2001 Review of the Internal Market Strategy, the 
European Social Agenda and the EU Strategy for Sustainable Development. EEA EFTA 
priorities were made with a view both to involvement in EU decision-shaping, 
implementation of acquis and participation in EU programmes and bodies. The Action 
Plan forms part of the basis for EFTA input to the Barcelona Summit. 
 
3. The CSC suggests, however, that the EEA EFTA States would have more to 
contribute to future Summits, if they themselves were more strongly resolved to 
participating in the open method of co-ordination. They would then have an even 
stronger case for inclusion in data and analysis supporting the Commission’s Synthesis 
reports. Benchmarking is an important part of the open method of co-ordination and 
plays a vital part in the strategy towards reaching the goal of the Lisbon Strategy. The 
EEA EFTA States could contribute much in the way of good or best practices that could 
be useful to share with the EU Member States. The EEA EFTA States would also have 
much to learn from the EU in areas where the former are performing less well. 
 
 
II CONTRIBUTING TO A MORE COMPETITIVE EUROPE 
 
4. The main objective of the Lisbon Strategy is to make the EU the most 
competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of 
sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion. 
The CSC is of the opinion that this target should be a goal also for the EEA EFTA 
States, thus making the EEA the most competitive region in the world. This implies a 
political commitment beyond the mandate of the EEA Agreement. However, each 
EFTA State can decide individually to subscribe to the political objectives in the Lisbon 
Strategy, regardless of the EEA relevance of each action from a legal point of view.  
 
5. The EFTA Consultative Committee welcomes the establishment of the Action 
Plan. It should serve as a first step towards raising the Lisbon Strategy on domestic 
agendas. Indeed, it testifies to the gap that exists between – on the one hand – the heavy 
involvement of central administrations in transposing EU policies into the EEA EFTA 
countries, and – on the other hand – the lack of political consciousness of the issues at 
stake.  
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6. The EEA EFTA initiatives announced in the Action Plan exceed only very 
marginally the normal functioning of the EEA Agreement. Instead of providing political 
impetus to the EEA EFTA States, the Action Plan has been diluted by central 
administrations concerned about not trespassing the traditional EEA machinery. In the 
end, it overlaps largely with the EFTA Chair programme. It describes mainly EU acquis 
or pipeline legislation to which priority will be given, although participation in decision-
shaping and prompt implementation of acquis should be self-evident.  
 
7. The Committee regrets the reticence of the EEA EFTA States to embark upon 
what is perhaps the main novelty of the EU Lisbon Strategy: the open method of co-
ordination, which is driven by the Member States themselves. The references to 
“domestic follow-up” are indeed few and vague. The EFTA Consultative Committee is 
convinced that one of the main challenges to the EEA EFTA States is to commence 
initiatives parallel to those of the EU. This concerns notably the fields of employment 
and social protection. 
 
 
III PREPARING FOR THE TRANSITION TO A COMPETITIVE, 

DYNAMIC, KNOWLEDGE-BASED ECONOMY:  
Benchmarking Structural Indicators as a tool to assess competitiveness 

 
8. In February 2001, the EFTA States endorsed the strategic goal of the 
European Union set out in the conclusions from the European Council in Lisbon. 
The EFTA Consultative Committee would again like to call on the EFTA States to 
become linked as closely as possible to the above-mentioned strategy and its new 
mechanisms of co-operation. The Lisbon Strategy should become a more 
integrated goal for the EEA EFTA States, thus making the EEA the most 
competitive region in the world. The new open method of co-ordination entails a 
shift from traditional regulations, directives and decisions which, given their EEA 
relevance, would be incorporated into EEA acquis.  
 
9. The new open method of co-ordination implies extensive use of guidelines, 
quantitative and qualitative indicators, benchmarks and fixed timetables to achieve 
the goals. As members of the EEA, the EEA EFTA States are already involved in a 
number of initiatives. However a large part of the Lisbon initiatives are carried out 
through new mechanisms to which the EEA EFTA States have no access.  
 
10. These processes are vital to assessing progress towards achieving the main 
goal of European competitiveness. To each Lisbon target, there are extensive lists 
of legislative and policy proposals, adopted legislation, benchmarking and other 
initiatives.  
 
11. The CSC sees the active use of benchmarking as a good first step towards 
better integration into the open method of co-ordination. The Commission has 
presented a list of structural indicators for the 2002 Synthesis Report. These 
structural indicators are all linked to important strategies to reach the goal by 2010 
and have for the EU countries proved useful for illustrating areas where more 
political action was needed and for measuring the progress made.  
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12. In preparation for the Barcelona Summit, the European Commission has 
contributed with the synthesis report "The Lisbon Strategy - making things 
happen", with assessment made on the basis of the structural indicators. This 
report reviews progress achieved and actions delayed within the framework of the 
Lisbon objectives. 
 
13. The CSC calls on the EEA EFTA States to request inclusion in the data and 
analysis supporting the Synthesis Report for 2003. A close integration into this 
report will illustrate that the EEA EFTA States have positive positions in several 
areas, especially as regards employment, and can make a valid contribution 
through the open method of co-ordination.  
 
14. At Eurostat, Luxembourg, there are statisticians from the EEA EFTA 
countries working continuously with the structural indicators. The structural 
indicators are therefore already available and ready for assessment.  
 
 
IV ROLE OF EFTA SOCIAL PARTNERS  
 
15. The Committee recommends that the Commission’s White Paper on Governance 
and subsequent work on the issue of better regulation be given due account in future 
reviews of the EFTA Action Plan. The Commission’s plans for new ways of elaborating 
legislation have to be analysed by the EEA EFTA States, as their opportunities for 
shaping EU legislation will be affected.  
 
16. The Committee recalls that at the European social affairs summit on 13 
December 2001, the Social Partners at European level expressed their willingness to 
develop a social dialogue by jointly drawing up a multi-annual work programme before 
the European Council in 2002. They also stressed the need to develop and improve the 
co-ordination of tripartite consultation on the various aspects of the Lisbon Strategy. It 
was agreed that a social affairs summit of this kind would in future be held before each 
spring European Council. 
 
17. The reinforced involvement of Social Partners in the Lisbon Strategy, notably by 
the decision to convene a European social forum ahead of future spring European 
Councils, will support two essential objectives for Europe.  
 
18. Firstly, regaining the conditions for full employment is of primary importance 
for the Lisbon Strategy. This objective can hardly be achieved without the full 
contribution of and dialogue with the Social Partners.   
 
19. Secondly, increased participation by Social Partners fits hand in glove with the 
Community’s efforts to improve involvement and increase openness in governance, as 
outlined in the above-mentioned White Paper.  The EEA EFTA States should review 
structures for increased involvement of its Social Partners in the building of initiatives 
supporting the Lisbon Strategy, not to mention the improvement of governance in 
Europe.  Furthermore, parallel to the Commission’s White Paper proposal, EFTA 
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should consider establishing a code of conduct setting minimum standards for 
consultation of Social Partners, specifically with regard to domestic follow-up of Lisbon 
initiatives.   
 
20. The Lisbon Strategy is an integral part of improving and increasing the smooth 
functioning of the Internal Market. Therefore, referring to the above-mentioned failure 
in the EFTA Action Plan to fully support the open method of co-ordination, the 
Consultative Committee emphasises that EEA EFTA States must consider increasing 
their commitment to this method. This is necessary to ensure an appropriate level of 
participation in the Lisbon Strategy’s employment and social protection elements, as 
well as constituting an important factor for the improvement of governance in Europe. 
 
21. Poorly co-ordinated employment policies throughout the EEA would eventually 
lead to disparities in labour market conditions and fuel competitive distortion in the 
area. Due to good practice, the EEA EFTA States could make a valid contribution in the 
field of employment policy. The Consultative Committee suggests that the EEA EFTA 
States express their willingness to contribute to the open method of co-ordination in this 
field. 
 
 
V CONCLUSIONS 
 
22. At a time when the European Union will be absorbed with the pressing priority 
of its own enlargement and functioning of its new currency, the EEA EFTA States will 
have to exhibit positive contributions for participation in the EU’s future plans. This is 
especially true for those developments that are not directly pertinent to the continued 
good functioning of the EEA Agreement.  
 
23. The main objective of the Lisbon Strategy is to make the EU the most 
competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of 
sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion. 
The CSC is of the opinion that these ambitious goals should apply for the EEA as they 
inevitably have economic and political impact. 
 
24. As such, the EEA EFTA States must commit themselves fully to the open 
method of co-ordination and take parallel actions in all of the fields covered by the 
Lisbon Strategy, regardless of each action’s EEA relevance from a legal point of view.  
 
25. The CSC would like to state the importance of inclusion in the Synthesis Report 
2003, alongside the renewed resolve of the EEA EFTA States themselves to participate 
in the new open method of co-ordination. 
 
26. The EFTA Action Plan serves as a positive input for the EEA EFTA States to be 
able to participate and contribute to reaching the goal defined in the Lisbon Strategy.  
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27. Concerning their general approach to participation in the Lisbon Strategy, and in 
line with EU initiatives for better governance, the Consultative Committee hopes that 
the EEA EFTA States will: 
 
 

• align themselves more closely to the open method of co-ordination; 
 
• request the EU to accept EEA EFTA contributions in the open method of co-

ordination at first instance through inclusion in future Synthesis Reports and the 
structural indicator analysis that underpins them; 

 
• establish a greater level of accountability in their Action Plan by setting more 

concrete target actions, and deadlines for their fulfilment; 
 
• review and renew the Action Plan annually to ensure its improvement and 

continued relevance; 
 
• review structures for the involvement of EFTA Social Partners supporting the 

Lisbon Strategy, and consider establishing a code of conduct for setting 
minimum standards for consultation of Social Partners, specifically with regard 
to domestic follow-up of Lisbon initiatives. 
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