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Synthesis report on EU-LAC Social 
relations  

DEveloping new Avenues of cooperation 

(INTRODUCTION AND FINAL CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS) 

 

 

1 INTRODUCTION  
The EULAC Focus project focuses on different dimensions of the relations between the European Union 
(EU) and Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) and tries to deliver analytical insights contributing to 
the exploitation of the dormant potential that lies in these relations. This report is part of the project’s 
work package that deals with the “social dimension” of EU-(CE)LAC relations. The analysis of EU-
(CE)LAC social relations faces two main challenges: (1) the comparison of two very unequal entities: a 
very established EU and a very unstable (CE)LAC community and (2) a meagre knowledge base, as EU-
(CE)LAC social relations generally remain rather vague. As a result, the work on the “social dimension” 
of EU-(CE)LAC relations takes a multi-level approach, gathering empirical data and analytical insights 
on the bi-regional, but also on the sub-regional and the national level. Thus, a comprehensive overview on 
the historical development and current significance of the social dimension of EU-(CE)LAC relations, 
and its potentials for creating renewed, sound bi-regional social cooperation agendas is called for. 

This manifold approach is reflected in all the three different reports that have been produced as part of the 
work package on social relations of the EULAC Focus project and that cover different levels and 
granularities of the bi-regional relations. The first report focused on research trajectories in LAC and the 
EU and elaborated general social issues in the regions as well as future challenges and (common) social 
agendas1. A second one carried out a comparative analysis of the respective approaches to social 
inclusion in the two regions, mainly focusing on national and regional policies, but also taking into 
account the bi-regional dimension and its influence on the aforementioned policies2. To complement 
these previous studies, a third report examined the main programmes of EU-(CE)LAC cooperation in the 
social area, compared main reform features in respect to welfare regimes and identifies mutual interests 
and common areas of collaboration3. Taken together, the different reports contribute to a better 
understanding of the facets of the social dimension of EU-(CE)LAC relations, and shall ultimately feed 
into a renewed vision for EU-(CE)LAC relations. 

 
1 EULAC-Focus (2018): Deliverable 5.1. Research trajectories on social issues in the EU, (CE)LAC and beyond.  
How the social dimension of the EU and (CE)LAC frame EU-(CE)LAC social relations. See: http://eulac-
focus.net/private/Modules/Tools/EUProject/documents/66/D5.1_WP5-Dl-66_Social-Issues_v13_1.pdf. 
2 EULAC-Focus (2019): Deliverable 5.3.-Report on differences and convergences in EU and CELAC social inclusions policy 
approaches. Comparative Analysis of respective approaches to social inclusion.  
3 EULAC Focus (2019): Report on common interests for the implementation of EU-CELAC cooperation in social cohesion 
policies. 
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While the reports elaborated in the framework of WP5- “Social Dimension of EU-LAC relations” all 
stand on their own and have each gathered different data regarding diverse nuances of the bi-regional 
relations, it is essential to create a synthesis connecting them. Therefore, the present report “Synthesis 
report on the Social Dimension” brings together the insights of the three different thematic reports and 
highlights the institutional framework, key instruments, programmes and conclusions that characterise 
and can reinvigorate the social dimension of EU-LAC relations. It does so by synthesising the 
information gathered in the three reports highlighting the following three focus areas: 

• Setting the scene – State of the Art of EU-LAC relations in the Social Dimension 

The first focus area (see chapter 2) reflects on the legal and institutional basis of the social dimension in 
EU-(CE)LAC relations. To understand the outcomes and the content of bi-regional relations, they need to 
be scrutinised regarding their capability to create norms and binding obligations for the parties involved. 
For this reason, the report elaborates the internal institutional and legal dynamics that shape the different 
aspects of the relations in the two regions. It looks into the various spaces of cooperation and how these 
spaces constitute a specific EU-LAC cooperation regime. On the basis of a comprehensive understanding 
of the very basic notions of what the “social dimension” of bi-regional relations entails, the further parts 
of the synthesis report focus on the thematic peculiarities gathered in the course of the work of WP5. 

• Social Issues in the region- Converging trends and challenges 

The second focus area (see chapter 3) of this report is delineating the state-of-the art of current social 
relations between the EU and (CE)LAC in order to identify opportunities for enhanced cooperation on 
social issues in the future, based on the identification of converging trends and challenges. In the EULAC 
Focus project it is hypothesized that the full potential of the EU-(CE)LAC relationship has not been 
exploited in the last decades, or, put differently, that the bi-regional relations were marked by a relative 
ineffectiveness or at least the inability to meet expectations. Therefore, this section aims at giving a better 
understanding of certain aspects of the social dimension of EU-(CE)LAC relation. In particular, the text 
investigates two main topics that are of great relevance in both regions. First, trends and challenges 
regarding the topic of mobility are highlighted by analysing current trends and regulations and looking at 
opportunities for mutual learning and interexchange between the two regions. Second, the focus is put on 
social protection mechanisms that shape the social policy landscape in the two regions. This part tries to 
assess the effectiveness of the different social protection mechanisms in place and looks to identify 
common trends in their design and implementation.  

• Common Actions – Implementing cooperation on social issues 

To conclude the synthesising review of the elaborated fields, the third focus of this report gives an 
overview of different implementation mechanisms that are relevant to the social dimension of EU-LAC 
relations. Since there are no specific bi-regional measures on social policy cooperation between LAC and 
the EU, this part has to look beyond policy reforms in the regions in order to assess whether actual 
effective cooperation on social issues is ongoing. It is crucial to deal with various facets of cooperation 
mechanisms that have impact on social issues in the regions. Therefore, this section looks at development 
cooperation programmes between the two regions promoted by the EU. However, the analysis conducted 
in the course of WP5 goes beyond the focus on cooperation programmes and takes a cross-institutional 
perspective looking at a variety of programmes in place, transcending the typical nature of programmes 
associated with social issues in order to get a full picture of what kind of mechanisms exist and can be 
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used in order to increase the societal impact of EU-LAC relations towards a more inclusive and just 
society. 

After diving into the different aspects of cooperation on social issues – the legal and institutional basis, 
the common challenges and trends and the implementation instruments – the last chapter of this report 
presents a synergetic conclusion that draws connections between the elements elaborated in the course of 
the project. At the same time, these conclusions already point to a set of recommendations that are 
targeted at strengthening the relations between the EU and LAC countries and that will feed into the final 
output of the EULAC – Focus plan, the Common Vision and Action Plan for reinvigorated EU-LAC 
relations. 
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2 FINAL CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  
Strengthening EU-LAC relations in the social dimension is one of the aims of the EULAC-Focus project. 
To do so, WP5 of the project looked at different elements and instruments that shape the social 
dimensions of these relations. This meant first clarifying the nuances of different notions and concepts of 
social policy in both regions in order to get to a common understanding of potentials for up-scaling (see 
chapter 2 of this report as well as D 5.1 of the EULAC Focus Project). After getting a clear picture of 
which kind of institutional and legal base is in place regarding social policy in the two regions, the focus 
was put on investigating the different trends and patterns of social policy reforms by comparing policies 
targeted at two specific fields, namely in the field of migration and social protection (see chapter 3 of this 
report and Deliverable 5.3). However, in order to assess the potential impacts of EU-LAC relations on 
social issues in the two regions, the investigation also went beyond a narrow definition of social policy 
concepts, contributing to a holistic understanding of EU-LAC relations in the social dimensions (see 
chapter 4 and D5.2 and 5.3). By taking this approach, were identified new pathways to address existing 
gaps in the cooperation framework and making it more able to contribute to a more inclusive, sustainable 
and just societal development in accordance with the Sustainable Development Goals. In the following, 
some recommendations on how to get going on these new pathways are presented. 

 

Recommendation I - Completely update the discourse on Development and social issues at the bi-
regional level 
The underlying approach to EU – LAC relations in the social area has been based on two implicit 
assumptions: The EU and its member states have solved their development problems while LAC 
countries have not; and, in terms of social policy, the European model of welfare state (or its different 
models) have given rather satisfactory solutions to the main issues, which can be offered as a model, or 
transferred, to LAC countries. These two assumptions, whatever their validity in the past, do not hold at 
present. 

First, the processes that have taken place in the last two decades in the two regions (EU enlargement to 
Central and Eastern countries; economic growth in some LAC countries; the deep and persistent effects of 
the economic crisis, in particular in the EU) all run against the two assumptions. Secondly, at the global 
level, a new approach to development has emerged. This can be illustrated well by the Sustainable 
Development Goals differing from the previous Millennium Development Goals in that they depart from 
the logic of rich donors aiding poor recipients, but instead are universal goals aiming at combatting 
inequality within and across regions4.  

The very timely publication in September/October 2018 of the report “Emerging Challenges and Shifting 
Paradigms. New perspectives on International Cooperation for Development”5 offers the opportunity for, 
and creates the need of, changing the discourse. The report is the joint effort of an international 

 
4 https://advocacy.thp.org/2014/08/mdgs-to-sdgs/ 23.09.2019 
5 Emerging challenges and shifting paradigms: new perspectives on international cooperation for development 
(LC/PUB.2018/16), Santiago, 2018. 
 

https://advocacy.thp.org/2014/08/mdgs-to-sdgs/
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organization whose leadership in the areas of development and social policies has always been recognized 
by the EU and its member states (OECD), an organization both multilateral and regional as 
ECLAC/CEPAL, and the EC Directorate that has taken at its charge most EU – LAC programmes on 
social policy /DG DEVCO). Therefore, it has all the legitimacy to become the basis for the needed change 
of approach: Development and social policy reform are, and must be considered, a common EU – LAC 
challenge and not issues that concern only LAC countries and “to be taught” by EU member states. 

Recommendation II – Establish a bi-regional platform on social development monitoring   
As mentioned several times in the report, there is no permanent bi-regional forum that focuses on any 
kind of social issues. Even those closer to the EU perspective like social inclusion, protection or cohesion 
have not been made relevant in bi-regional forums. Creating a dedicated forum for social issues is 
therefore an absolute need. The purpose of such a forum should be to monitor and evaluate ongoing social 
trends in both regions and to formulate common positions on global issues relevant to both regions in 
order to strengthen the weight of both LAC and the EU in the multilateral/global policy environment. 
Furthermore, establishing such a forum dedicated to these topics would not only allow LAC countries to 
formulate positions and common needs, but it would also contribute to raising awareness of LAC social 
progress in the EU.  

This forum could also contribute to strengthened relations through clustering ongoing cooperation efforts 
and identifying existing synergies in the cooperation framework. This means serving as a platform that 
connects different actors of bi-regional cooperation such as projects embedded in the EU funded research 
programmes (DG Research), development cooperation programme (DG Development Cooperation) and 
regional development initiatives (DG Regio).  

Recommendation III – Establish a very ambitious, but not necessarily very costly, EU cooperation 
programme to exchange welfare experiences between EU and LAC  
In the next EU financial period 2021-2016, the establishment of a very ambitious cooperation programme 
to exchange welfare experiences between the EU and LAC is also an absolute priority and is the best 
means to implement the previous two recommendations. It is perfectly possible on the basis of the 
previous EUROsociAL II and EUROsociAL + programmes. It simply requires enlarging its budgetary 
allocation (but within limits that perfectly fit the MFF lines for internal social policies and external 
action). The programme should remain demand-driven as the two last phases of EUROsociAL, but 
promote also an active involvement of all the EU countries, particularly Eastern European countries, and 
not only the ones that traditionally have a well-established relationship with LAC.  

A parallel programme for the Caribbean should also be established, “sub-regionalizing” the past NIPs. As 
these programmes would allow, like EUROsociAL, for South-South exchanges of experiences, they could 
also be used to strengthen EU’s, and EU -LAC’s, role and presence within the multilateral/global 
framework and their cooperation with multilateral agencies (World Bank, UN specialized agencies, 
ECLAC/CEPAL…). This would also strengthen the role of the European Commission as a promoter of 
policies at the EU level, in conformity with the EU Treaties since the Treaty of Rome.  

Recommendation IV – Strengthen the social dimensions of joint research programmes in the field 
of social policy between EU and LAC  
Within the EU’s Research Framework Programmes, including Horizon 2020, the topic of EU – LAC 
relations has not been sufficiently addressed (EULAC Focus is rather an exception). This should change: 
A wide range of projects (perfectly fundable within the MFF lines for research and external relations) 
should address, from a bi-regional perspective and involving experts on internal policies, the issues 
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prioritized in the new ECLAC-OECD-EC/DEVCO paradigm for development and in the Social 
Investment paradigm. This is also one of the best ways to implement the first three recommendations. 

While some specific areas of the research programmes which have relevance for the social dimension are 
already targeted at cooperation with LAC countries (e.g. sustainable urbanisation), there is still potential 
for doing more. Identifying further fields for increased participation of LAC countries regarding social 
issues in the framework of the EU Research programmes, for example in collaboration with an EU-LAC 
social policy making platform, would add considerable value to the bi-regional cooperation. Joint 
cooperation projects funded by the EU through its framework programmes, joint calls by EU and LAC 
funding agencies as well as innovative forms of Public-Private partnerships that include business and civil 
society actors hereby are the foundation for bi-regional cooperation not only in the scientific dimension, 
but also in the social realm.  

Recommendation V - Build up joint Training and Research Programme(s) on social inclusion 
policy  
The global framework of EU-LAC relations has changed considerably in the last decades, culminating in 
the formulation of the Sustainable Development Goals, which emphasise mutual cooperation and try to 
break up the classic North-South knowledge divide. This has also relevant implications for exchanging 
experiences of social inclusion policy approaches. Instead of following old paradigms of transferring 
knowledge from North to South, a mutually beneficial framework for interchange, knowledge-sharing and 
capacity building should be set up. In line with the recent joint efforts by the OECD, CEPAL and the DG 
DevCo, already mentioned, and the re-structuring of the External Actions envisioned in the MFF 2021-
2027, this framework could include a Joint EU-LAC Training and Research Programme and/or Facility 
on social inclusion policy.  

This programme could be set up on the intersection between external actions, the Research Framework 
Programme and the Erasmus + programme for cooperation in higher education. It would provide the 
possibility for training professionals, academics, administrative personnel and public officials to 
strengthen strategic and operational capacities around topics such as territorial cohesion (supporting 
positive economic, social and environmental links between urban, peri-urban and rural areas, SDG #11), 
intercultural components in rural development, continuous exchange and sharing of good practices in 
policies of integration and inclusion policies (ending poverty, SDG #1). Again, implementing this 
programme would be a key asset in positioning EU and LAC as an influential coalition on a global scale 
and strengthen not only the bi-regional relations but also capacities for implementing policies in the two 
regions themselves.  

Recommendation VI - Revive the bi-regional Dialogue on Migration 
The bi-regional dialogue on migration between EU and LAC has stalled in the last couple of years. Even 
though the bi-regional dialogue as it was implemented in recent decades can by its nature not produce 
binding agreements, it can still be an important forum to set forward priority agendas in both regions. 
Working jointly on a migration agenda between both regions requires strengthening those forums that 
bring together the representatives of the states involved, even though those forums might lack the 
necessary legal competencies to spark actual change. 

In this sense, multilateral policymaking is a privileged space in which to shape the agenda on migration 
issues and to lay the basis for moving forward with concrete actions. This means strengthening existing 
forums and organisations, despite the fact that one of the problems pointed out in the literature is the low 
impact of regional institutions in Latin America and the Caribbean when it comes to policy-making. 
Reinvigorating a strong partnership on migration issues could not only be a possibility to contribute to the 
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SDGs, but could also reinstate trust in multilateral agendas that have come under scrutiny not at last due 
to the recent tensions surrounding the UN Global compact for migration.  

Recommendation VII - Introduce reciprocity regarding protection of migrant workers in bilateral 
agreements  
In order not to remain only on a bi-regional level, which implies remaining on the level of non-binding 
dialogue due to missing legal competencies in the LAC side, there are also concrete measures that can be 
taken up to affect the lives of EU-LAC migrants in both regions positively. 

The EU should bring to the fore, at the expert and political levels, much more forcefully the “Right to 
equal treatment” of foreign workers that constitutes one of its basic principles from the very beginning. It 
could and should emphasize that, restricted at first to workers form other member States, it has been 
extended to migrant workers from non-EU countries.  

As no entity exists in LAC that could provide such legal provision, other ways need to be explored in 
order to secure reciprocity of workers’ rights between EU and LAC countries. Introducing reciprocity of 
workers’ rights into bilateral agreements between EU and LAC countries would ensure that social rights 
and access to social protection which is granted to one group in the receiving country (e.g. LAC workers 
in an EU member state) are also applicable vice versa. This action would also be in line with sub-target 
8.8 of the SDGs on protecting labour rights and promote safe and secure working environments for all 
workers, including migrant workers. Here again, this would also strengthen the role of the two regions 
(and mainly the EU) at the global level. 

This measure would not only create direct benefits for citizens of both regions but also be operational 
without the need for further legal adaptations on the regional level. Such agreements could cover issues 
like mutual responsibilities, working conditions and social security, hereby stipulating the equality of 
LAC citizens in the EU and vice versa.  
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