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THE CHALLENGE OF DEMOCRACY: EMPOWERING THE EU CITIZEN

This report aims at exploring the means to bridge the legitimacy gap between the EU citizens 
and the European Union and its institutions that is often referred to as a 'democratic deficit' 
and to propose the introduction of the new democratic practice of Consultation of European 
Citizens.

Although in the decision-making process, in particular at the institutional level, many 
successful changes were introduced in order to alleviate the problem, the problem persists 
mainly at the level of interest and involvement of European citizens in EU affairs.
The EU must therefore seek it's citizen's consent and try to address this deficit. It is 
increasingly clear that EU citizens lack a sense of empowerment. In contrast with national 
politics they feel that they have little say in EU policy. It is in particular important to develop 
among the European citizenry a feeling of being at the heart of the preoccupations of the 
European Union and of co-steering the EU integration process.  

***

I. Crisis of democratic legitimacy in the context of EU governance

A.  Democratic gap in supranational context
The EU appears as a very complex political body, a federation of sovereign Nation-states that 
cannot be assimilated into any existing political model - neither on the level of its functioning 
(democratic gap) neither on the level of its democratic legitimisation.

1. Complexity of EU legitimacy
The EU has to combine two levels of legitimacy - one being derived from the member states 
and the other from citizens. Both interact in the framework of representative democracy in a 
complex institutional architecture that has no parallel in the member states. Historically, the 
legitimacy of the EU was built on the ideal of peace and shared prosperity. The European 
project shifted from the Customs Union and Single Market to European Economic and 
Monetary Union in 1970s, both of them represented a clear, long term political and 
economical commitment. In the past, the "output democracy" approach, focusing on defined 
projects and efficiency in their realization, was a driving mechanism for legitimization. In the 
situation where these ambitions seem to be reached, the European Union has entered a new 
stage of identity-seeking, where there seems to be no clear project legitimizing its existence. 
If the ideal of peace was contributing to strengthening the historical legitimacy of European 
integration its political legitimacy is now constantly challenged. In today's conditions the 
support of citizens is yet more important in order to define and sustain a new project.

2. Predominance of the executive
These symptoms commonly designed by the words 'democratic deficit1' have been identified 
several at levels. First is the technocratic character of European integration. In the name of 
                                               
1 The democratic deficit is believed to appear for the first time in the JEF Manifesto in 1977 (Berlin, 1977)
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efficiency and general interest, the European Union is dominated by executive power. The 
executive powers of the Member states dominate selection of the EU Commission members 
as well as its scrutiny.  At the same time, the legislative process is shared between two 
institutions, one of which represents national executive power.

3. Lack of transparency of the decision-making process
Another symptom concerns the lack of transparency of EU decision-making process. First, the 
decision-making procedure at the level of the preparation of the legislative proposal involves 
a series of actors at multiple levels identified informally as stakeholders in the outcome, 
responsibilities of different actors and their margin of operation is blurred. Secondly, at the 
level of the legislative process, the decision-taking Council is built on the principles of 
negotiation and consensus, and the need of Member states to maintain a cloud of opacity to 
operate political bargaining and seeking to balance complex demands. On the other side the 
legislative process is shared with an institution with limited competences compared to its 
national counterparts. 

This makes the whole decision-making process, as well as its outcomes, hardly 
understandable in classical policy terms to ordinary citizens and increases the sense of 
remoteness - strengthening the democratic gap. At the same time we witness the 
transformation of governance due to the conjunction of globalization, European integration, 
individualization of voter's behaviour and multiplication of the channels delivering political 
information. 

B. Transformation of national state and representative democracy

1. Globalization
Globalisation of economic flows, enhanced by the increasingly liberalized markets in goods 
and services contribute to the establishment of a framework in which the nation-state's 
capacity to respond autonomously to the demands of its citizens is decreasing and thereby 
"weakening the legitimacy of traditional political intermediaries and state authorities". In such 
way the democratic institutions are losing their credibility and trust as it becomes increasingly 
difficult for the political representation to keep electoral promises.

2. European integration
At the same time European integration, shaped as an answer to those challenges through the 
pooling of sovereignty, exacerbates the forces of erosion through the process of incremental 
pooling of competencies in the variety of interconnected policy fields. Aforementioned 
demand for the high level of expertise and continuity and complexity of negotiation in a 
supranational context emphasizes the role of specialized administration, expert opinion and 
formal lack of democratic scrutiny. 

3. Instruments of direct democracy
Both movements (globalization and regional (European) integration) contribute to the shift 
towards multi-level governance1, characterized by changing relationships between actors at 
different territorial levels, specialized regulatory organs and institutions with the emergence 
of NGO sectors non-state actors as full players in the field of democratic legitimacy. The 

                                               
1 See for instance Hooghe, L. and G. Marks, 'Unravelling the Central State, but How? Types of Multi-level 
Governance', American Political Science Review, Vol. 97 No. 2, (2003), pp. 233-43
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traditional political-administrative structures are also altered by evolution according to the 
same lines: decentralization or at least deconcentration, which leads to rapid spread at the 
local level of the instruments of direct democracy - notably popular initiatives and referenda. 
In turn, the increase in practice of these tools contributes to the development of participative 
democracy at local, regional and national levels. 

In the context of the democratic gap and legitimacy crisis there is a need to address the deficit
of information, engagement and participation by finding new means of communication and of 
political legitimacy that put the European citizen at the heart of the integration process.

C. Legitimacy deficit

1. Absence of European public sphere and European demos

In his essay, The democracy in Europe, Larry Siedentop explains that every representative 
political system is structurally built on a democratic deficit - i.e. relative distance between the 
voters and their representatives. This degree of democratic deficit is inherent to all 
contemporary political systems. There are other sources of democratic legitimacy in normally 
functioning systems, the essential one stems from the scrutiny of the executives in the process 
of implementation through the public sphere of debate. 

When having a look at European polity, we realize that in classical terms, the EU can never 
resemble to the traditional polity built on the backbone of the representative system. If the 
traditional role of the parliaments was to supervise the management of common goods 
(defence, security) and budget ("no taxation without representation"), the EU polity evolved 
along different dimensions: it manages less than 1.3% of EU combined GDP compared to 
over 30% for federal governments (e.g. USA and Germany), but its regulatory outreach is 
incommensurate with its budgetary powers. Some authors talk about "regulatory state".  In 
such conditions, the monitoring of the actions of governments and the real extent of its 
impact, is ensured not only through the representative organs, but also continuously though 
the debate within a public sphere as an intermediary for the (de-) legitimating of the public 
choices taken. In the EU such space is clearly deficient.

The main cause of continuous indifference is the lack of information about the about the 
European Union. The complexity (and originality) of the decision-making process, the lack of 
transparency are not the only factors contributing to the feeling of remoteness from the EU.

Citizens see the EU largely through their respective national and cultural lenses - which 
implies that no mass-media builds the European perspective. If the information about the 
European perspective with political dimension exists - from the Statements of the Council to 
the declarations of the European Parliament - as all of them are filtered though the national 
media.

The European institutions now seem to have a common approach towards communication on 
its activities, nonetheless this is hardly true about the Member States. Linking European
communication defined in partnership by EU institutions to the one that is delivered at the 
level Member States is the condition, sine qua non, for the emergence of a truly common 
European communication when all the actors bear responsibility to deliver a clear, unbiased 
and undistorted message to allow the citizens and their political representatives to develop 
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their interpretation.

On the other hand we note the substantial deficiencies in particular the lack of European 
audiovisual mass media with EU-wide reach, available to all citizens in their mother 
tongue. The tendency to favour the internet as a substitute tool, has the strong disadvantage 
of fragmenting and segmenting rather than crystallizing the public opinion. The EU failed to 
develop mass media and any top down approach consisting of the creation of an exclusive EU 
channel, though this might have a limited political appeal. There is rather a need to embrace a 
bottom up approach, by strengthening the EU-wide networks of national media. Some 
progress is being made with the emergence of translational European consortia such as 
EURANET1. On the other level, there have been positive developments concerning the 
Europe by Satellite or recent launch of my Parl.Tv although both with limited reach (EbS -
media professionals) and limited content (myParl.tv).

The second deficiency concerns the culture of reporting on EU affairs, where technical 
reporting dominates, which is generally exempt from controversy (with few notable 
exceptions that crystallized for instance in the 2005 referenda debates). The written media 
devoted exclusively to EU affairs (European Voice, New Europe, EU Observer) are designed 
for and reached only by Brussels' insiders. Particularly since 2005 several remedies to this 
situation were sought-out starting with the idea of the establishment of a European News 
Agency. But clearly, the problem is not at the level of the information gathering or 
interpretation, but at the level of its use in the national media.

The third inherent deficiency is the limited capacity of EU issues to reach the political 
debate at the national level and connect them to the EU issues. European debates don't have 
outreach to the national level, as its content is perceived as too remote, too technical, and 
simply less politically "salient". When on the other hand the debates reach the national level, 
it's often in the final stages of the decision-making process, when it is generally too late for 
the national parliaments to scrutinize their governments when they act in the Council. Support 
for the enhancement of such policy was expressed in the Herrero-Tejedor White Paper on a 
European communication policy that encourages the national parliaments "to strive to pay 
more attention to European legislative projects much earlier in the decision-making process".2

2. Deficit of trust, engagement and participation

If the European Parliament gradually gained powers in the democratic scrutiny of the 
Commission, a position yet more reinforced by the Lisbon Treaty, the image of EU-decision 
making process as remote and opaque persists. If most of the reforms since the Maastricht 
Treaty to the Lisbon Treaty tackle successfully the democratic deficit at the level of the 
institutional setting, a deficit of interest and engagement persists on the side of the citizens, 
illustrated not only by aforementioned Eurobarometer surveys but also by decreasing turnout 
in the elections to the European Parliament.3

                                               
1 radio network bringing together private and public radios from EU countries that share same reporting structure 
on EU news
2 Report Herrero-Tejedor on the White Paper on a European communication policy (2006/2087(INI))  
"encourages the national 
3 See analysis in the Duff (draft) report, Proposal for a modification of the Act concerning the election of the 
Members of the European Parliament by direct universal suffrage of 20 September 1976, pe412.180v02, that 
illustrates how turnout has been falling steadily since 1989
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Robert Rohrschneider's study from 2002 shows that the "majority of West European does not 
believe that the EU represents them", but what shall be considered as more dangerous in the 
future is that "these perceptions not only increase dissatisfaction with the current EU-
framework, but also lower support for a future EU-wide government"1. Simon Hix, in 2008 
refers to a "dramatic collapse in the popular legitimacy of the EU since the early 1990s"2

As the White Paper on European Governance3 recalled, citizens strongly expect "the Union to 
take the lead in seizing the opportunities of globalisation for economic and human 
development, and in responding to environmental challenges, unemployment, concerns over 
food safety, crime and regional conflicts". 

3. Increasing need for elements of direct and participative democracy

Socio-political evolutions are the strongest driver of instilment of the elements of direct 
democracy in political practices. The formation of public opinion is constantly challenged by 
quantitative and qualitative surveys, individualisation of the public space and access to 
political information thanks to the development of ICTs.

Besides the local level, where direct democracy has gained ground progressively, increased 
use of those elements is significant on the national level: since the treaty of Rome, there were 
45 referenda organised on European issues in 25 countries. The recourse to this means of 
consultation shows clear acceleration: over the last 15 years, Europe has known more 
referenda than ever before in the history of European integration. In addition many countries 
of the European Union established other tools such as local referenda or regional referenda 
and nine European countries have introduced popular initiatives.

II. Narrowing the democratic gap between the EU and its citizens

A. Potential for narrowing the democratic gap through institutional reforms

1. Narrowing the democratic gap by institutional reforms
Institutional reforms were believed to be the main answer to the problem of the democratic 
gap. This was particularly the case in the wake of the first enlargement, in  1970s  when the 
Vedel report concluded that there was an inherently low degree of legitimacy, due to the 
decisive role conferred upon the Council. It pleaded for rebalancing the increased transfer of 
powers to the Community, resulting from the extension of the qualified majority vote and the 
new project - Economic and Monetary Union, in favour of the European Parliament as the 
essential way of "reinforcement of democratic elements in the Community". This logic was 
embraced through all of the treaty reforms, from Single European Act to the Treaty of Lisbon. 
Pending its adoption, its undeniably efficient tools for the narrowing of the democratic gap 
being the reinforcement of the European Parliament as the only body at the EU level to be 

                                               
1 Rohrschneider, Robert, The Democracy Deficit and Mass Support for an EU-wide government, in: American 
Journal of Political Science N°46/2, April 202, p. 463-475
2 Hix, Simon, What's wrong with the European Union and how to Fix it, Malden, Polity Press, 2008, p.50-51
3 COM(2001) 428
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elected directly by the citizens, notably at the level of the budgetary procedure and treaty 
revisions and more importantly on the level of democratic scrutiny with the power to elect the 
president of the Commission.

Since 1984, the reform of the decision-making process at the upstream level has seen the 
introduction of the Green paper consultations. The practice of participation of civil society 
through the involvement of stakeholders in the decision-making process has increased since 
1993, and has been made common place since 1995, with 6-12 Green papers being published 
by the Commission every year.  

2. Rights arising from the citizenship of the European Union 
A rather incidental introduction of citizenship of the European Union in the Treaty of 
Maastricht appeared to be for a long time only a symbolic promise adding to the rights 
derived from the realization of the common market (free movement of workers and freedom 
of establishment), built on the condition of the circulation (introduction) and giving just a limited 
number of political rights (right to petition the European Parliament, substantial part of them 
being again limited to intra-community migrants (right to stand and vote in European and 
municipal elections). Report of Renzo Imbéni in 1993 on European citizenship1 strongly 
insists on the need to give substance of this new subjective legal position of an individual that 
signals the departure of a purely economic European integration "in that citizens are not 
longer merely subject to Community rules but become involved in the dynamic process of 
European integration and Community activities".

The Treaty of Amsterdam merely insists on its complementarity: "citizenship of the Union 
shall complement and not replace national citizenship". Particularly since the Laeken 
declaration of December 2001 on the future of the European Union, the concern of 
democratisation of the EU has became a constant feature of the European debate. The Treaty 
singed at Lisbon on 17th December 2007, brings about a series of substantial modifications 
that focus on the reinforcement of the transparency, coherence, democratic control and 
democratic legitimacy in the EU. The treaty puts the Charter of Human Rights with other 
primary law, with its chapter V, devoted entirely to citizenship, in particular articles 41 and 42 
thereof. 

B. Initiatives of the European Parliament to consult European citizens

In 1983, the Stuttgart declaration paved the road to the project of establishment of the 
European Union, and stated the "need for new developments corresponding to the wishes of 
the democratic peoples of Europe". Building on this perspective, the European Parliament, 
keen on asserting its new role in the democratic balance, has formulated either directly or 
indirectly (via its committees) propositions on the introduction of elements of direct 
democracy with a series of general proposals for the European consultative referendum in 
1987, two times in 1988 and in two reports in 1988 - Report Purron and Report Hermann2.

1. Resolutions in the view of the establishment of the European Union

                                               
1 Report of the Committee on Civil Liberties and Internal affairs on citizenship of the Union, PE 206.762
2 A2-322/88, PE 126.083
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In the perspective of establishment of the European Union, in its 1987 Resolution, the 
European Parliament called for not simply the commitment of the intuitions representing the 
democratic legitimacy at national and European level, but also considered the need for the 
backing of the "general public and the active support of the political groupings and all the 
opinion leading elements in our societies"1

The Resolution on the “Procedures for consulting citizens on the European Union”2 highlights 
that one of the essential components of democracy is a "high degree of public participation in 
the political processes". Not solely during the elections, but in special circumstances this 
could “take form of specific consultation on legislative matters, or on decisions of particular 
importance” while acknowledging the considerable variations between the different practices 
in Member States, notes that lack of provision is not equivalent to prohibition”, and suggests 
that a possible alternative might be devised, by holding large-scale  simultaneous opinion 
polls “to establish the wishes of European citizens in this matter”. 

2. Committee Reports

The Puron report3 details its suggestions about holding a referendum and concludes that 
"while certain countries do not come up against any legal obstacle either from their domestic 
legislation or their constitutional practice...even in countries where the constitutional tradition 
is opposed to referenda it has been possible to hold these", noting their existence in countries 
that might be opposed to the referendum its experience at the level of the Lander (and 
constitutional provision 21.1). The report concludes that "in view of the opinion-testing or 
purely indicative nature of the referendum, its usefulness will be a certainty even if it is not 
held in the same form in every Member State". 

B. From information policy to participation

Institutional reforms can rebalance the systems to be more democratic, more accountable,
more transparent, but the essential drivers of trust, acceptance and participation of the citizens 
lie also in the communication strategy, that allows for open dialogue with citizens and even 
innovative approaches to collect their input through participatory experiments.

1. Active communication strategy

Since the European Parliament's Resolution on 15 February 1957 on "informing public 
opinion about the activity of the Community", more than 22 similar reports were produced. 
There are no doubts that a robust, clear and coherent information strategy constitutes a major 
tool to narrow the democratic gap with EU citizens, but information even readily available 
does not mark a turning point strongly associating the governance mechanisms with a need 
for "better involvement" that constitutes one of the four core proposals of the White Paper on 
European Governance, while putting the emphasis on the need for a "reinforced culture of 
                                               
1 Resolution  A2-28/87, OJ C 190/72

2 Resolution A2-106/88, OJ C 187/231

3 Report on the methods of consulting the citizens of Europe on European Political Union, A2-01106/88, PE 
121.356
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consultation and dialogue"1  and insisting on the role of the European Parliament and national 
parliaments to become "more active in stimulating a public debate on the future of Europe and 
its policies".

A major contribution to a fully blown, stand-alone communication policy is the Commission’s 
contribution to the period of reflection and beyond: Plan-D for Democracy, Dialogue and 
Debate2 that explicitly proposes to “promote citizens’ participation in the democratic process” 
through developing “more effective consultation” of their actual aspirations. The Ensuing 
Action Plan to improve communicating Europe by the Commission3 is yet more ambitious 
acknowledging that "communication is more than information: it establishes a relationship 
and initiates a dialogue with European citizens, it listens carefully and connects to people. It is 
not a neutral exercise devoid of value; it's an essential part of the political process".

Although repeatedly acknowledged in aforementioned texts, the essential element was lagging 
behind the ambition expressed by the Commission - a base allowing the interconnection 
between communication at the European level, steered by the institutions and the 
communication on European issues at the national level. For the first time we have a common 
initiative of three institutions, that recognize the role and responsibility that resides at the level 
of Member States. The initiative for inter-institutional agreement Communicating Europe in 
Partnership with an emphasis on the specific responsibilities of all those involved in the EU-
decision-making process, promises to be a cornerstone of a genuinely two-way permanent 
dialogue with citizens and contribute to the development of a European public sphere.

2. Emergence of participatory tools

Since 2005, we can note the emergence of new, innovative participatory tools that aim at both 
feedback and the involvement (although limited) of European citizens. 

Citizen's AGORA, a strongly innovative project of the European Parliament is a prime 
example of the possibilities that European institutions have in order to stimulate and enhance 
participative democracy at the EU level, beyond the national ambit with truly European 
deliberative experience. At the same time, such a project is a good example of a creative 
communication with citizens, that answers the necessity of enhancing it's independent 
communication strategy, as the only the institution that represents directly the European 
citizens.

Another important initiative to enhance participative democracy were the European Citizen's 
Consultations initiated by the European Commission in 2006, which became important new 
spaces for citizen's participation. 1,800 people took part in the debates and their output fed 
into the preparation of the June 2007 Summit of Heads of States and governments.

With less visibility the same lead was followed by the imitation of the European Citizen 
Action Service (Empowering civil society action with the EU), or Tomorrow's Europe (Notre 
Europe).

                                               
1 25.7.2001 COM(2001) 428
213.10.2005 COM(2005) 494:
3 SEC(2005) 985
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It is important when recalling the success of such initiatives and their tendency to integrate the 
landscape of deliberative fora at the EU level, to ask ourselves about their impact. If in 
general attention was paid to the visibility of the treatment of the outputs of such deliberation, 
logically less attention has been paid to the transmission channels that would ensure the 
multiple involvement and participation effect beyond their immediate reach. The logical 
tendency is to repeat such successful practices, such as tool activization, and space for 
innovation in the debate with the citizens. The EU should strive to develop its own more 
universal tools, to provide for regular and progressively self-sustained dialogue.

III. ECGI - new democratic practice as a means  to empower EU citizens

A. Development of a new democratic practice

The feeling of resentment does not concern Europe as a project, but rather Europe as a 
political power. It is less by means of institutional reforms that we may expect to bring more 
democracy and citizen's involvement in EU policies than in terms of democratic practices. 
Hence comes the challenge: dialogue about public policies is necessary not only on the level 
of the national states, but is a crucial necessity for a polity that structurally lacks legitimacy 
and is unable to provide itself with any from traditional sources (historical, national/linguistic, 
and constitutional).

In the introduction to the 2006 White paper on Communication, the European Commission 
recognizes that communication is a two-way street stating that "democracy can flourish only 
if citizens know what is going on, and are able to participate fully"1. For the first condition -
knowing "what is going on" presumes an (1) easy and straightforward access to the relevant 
information (in any given form and support), (2) its intelligibility (presentation, context). If 
those are easily controllable factors, the second condition of "full participation" adds to 
previous conditions (3) an interest triggered the influential actors of the scene (media, 
politicians) depending on the saliency of the issue, that exercise their interpretative pedagogy. 
But more importantly this goes beyond simple communication and calls for the development 
of new ways to empower citizens not only to (4) make his voice heard but also to ensure that 
such process will reach a level of self-sustainability, and dialogue with those who represent 
and implement.

1. Public sphere as a means to reach a new legitimacy

The key for reaching such a self-sustainable level is necessarily the development of a 
European public sphere. First to coin the concept of the link between democracy and the 
establishment of the European Public Sphere was Jürgen Habermas in the highly influential 
book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere2. Similar ideas appear in the works 

                                               
1 COM (2006) 35, White Paper on a European Communication Policy
2 Full title: The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society
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of Dominique Wolton, who called already in 1993 for the shift from a Europe of 50,000 
officials to a Europe of 370 millions of citizens" in a public space where an authentically 
European debate could take place: "the progressive creation of a public space populated by 
politicians, officials, journalists and company executives and intellectuals, but it suffers for 
the moment from the effective participation of the citizens, the condition of existence of such 
public space."1 A European public sphere in this context needs to become, in horizontal 
(exchange about positions between member states) and vertical (translation of common 
approaches taken at the European level) sense a sort of legitimacy nexus where execution is 
tested and adjusted through discussion and dialogue. 

2. Perspective advances in participation of citizens

The Treaty of Lisbon strongly emphasizes the need for participation of the EU citizens in the 
political life of the Union. The first step comes with the official consecration of the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights of the European Union as adopted on 12 December 2007 as having the 
same legal value as the treaties. The second clear sign in favour of participation is enshrined 
in article 11 TEU, in its first paragraph "Institutions shall by appropriate means, give citizens 
and representative associations the opportunity to make known and publicly exchange their 
views in all areas of Union action." 

The first window for truly innovative democratic practice in the EU was opened by the 
introduction of the Citizen's Initiative in the Lisbon Treaty along the same lines as it emerged 
from the works of the Convention. This is directly linked to European Citizenship as a clearly 
distinct individual right. Most of the rights that European citizenship provided was linked to 
the realization of the common market (free movement of workers and freedom of 
establishment) and a limited number of political rights (European and local elections, right of 
petition to the European Parliament and recourse to the European Ombudsman) affecting 
mainly intra-community migrants.

Although the ECI is a promising instrument able to stimulate the debate at the trans-national 
and European level, it is designed in most democratic systems rather as a safeguard/alarm 
system that points to the deficiencies of a socio-legal system, a tool of balancing the 
dispersion of regulatory processes by citizens' check, appealing to their vigilance and capacity 
for self-mobilisation. 

 It lacks the educative, empowering, and dialectical dimension that is enshrined in popular 
consultation that amounts to regular dialogue between the citizens and its representatives, 
which appears to be the only sustainable means to bring the European demos to life. 

3. Empowering dimensions of European Consultation: mobilisation & dialogue

Europeans want to have a say on the future of the European Union. The European Union 
needs to integrate into its political dynamics this imperative of participation, but in order to 
escape radical and populist setbacks it needs to invent a new form of a flexible popular 
consultation. Your rapporteur therefore suggests the European Parliament to be at the 
forefront of the development of such a new political practice - European Citizen Consultation 

                                               
1 Dominique Wolton, La dernière Utopie. Naissance de l'Europe Démocratique, Flamarion, 1999



PE416.378v01-00 12/17 DT\755810EN.doc

EN

of General Interest, organised simultaneously in the whole European Union, held on a regular 
basis. It provides the EU and national decision-makers with a unique tool that extends beyond 
the simple communication to dialogue with citizens and stimulates their involvement in the 
European political life.

Opinion surveys demonstrate the major deficiency of being insensible to the saliency of a 
question to the citizen and can hardly be an appropriate tool for citizen's participation and 
involvement. Consultations of the public before enactment of a specific piece of legislation 
are limited to several representatives of stakeholders, if they can increase the quality of the 
final text, they can hardly increase awareness about it. 
Limited-scale mobilisation of activists to discuss the future of Europe may even exercise an 
impact on the definition of priorities by the institutions, but hardly does it reach out to the 
ordinary citizen. 
Finally, we have the well-known record of set-backs in ratification referenda - from secondary 
election effect, to anti-democratic features because of their "tendency to express the passion 
of the moment rather than the results of deliberation"1. 

ECGI shall be the way to address these deficiencies, by providing a tool for an efficient "two 
way-communication" that amounts to real dialogue with the citizens, stimulating their 
involvement in shaping EU affairs and their adherence to the European project, while 
injecting a "dose of human drama into technocratic machinery and arid theory of EU 
integration"2.

B. Suggestions for implementation

The legal basis is a determining framework for the establishment of the modalities of an 
ECGI. Further challenges that need to be addressed concern the design of the content of the 
questions, the timing and the communication. All of them are crucially important for a 
successful implementation of an ECGI.

1. Legal basis and institutional actors

The European Parliament, which is the only EU-institution where the citizens of Europe are 
directly represented, would moot this proposal and seek to involve member states, through 
their respective national representations;
The Commission and Council should support its realisation. Ideally, the Commission would 
be in charge of organising the whole consultation process, in close cooperation with the 
electoral institutions at the level of the Member States.
One possible legal basis for such an undertaking, namely 284 TCE that states "the 
Commission may, within the limits and under conditions laid down by the Council, in 
accordance with the provisions of the Treaty, collect any information and carry out any 
checks required for the performance of the tasks entrusted to it". In this situation, the 
Commission assumes the role of “consulting power”, with the mandate from the Council.
Since the Commission has no political right to ask for a referendum, let alone a legally 
binding one, doubts about the nature of the consultation and its binding power would then be 
                                               
1 Etzoni, Amitai, Closing the Community Deficit in the EU, CEPS Policy brief N°169, September 2008
2 Formulation devised by Dan O’Brien and Daniel Keohane, Centre for European Reform
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weakened; The Commission would then be where the formulation of the questions (and the 
expected negotiation thereabout) is taking place.
Following article 22, the European consultation could be linked to the citizenship of the 
Union. Article 22 allows the Council, acting unanimously on the proposal of the Commission 
and after the consultation of the European Parliament, to "adopt provisions to strengthen or to 
add to the rights laid down [in the Treaty]" (articles 18-21). In such case the possible link to 
the citizens' initiative needs to be analysed as both would constitute a stand-alone right of 
virtually all European citizens. 
Given the limited role of the European Parliament in both procedures, as the directly elected 
body representing the citizens, especially when the application of article 284 is concerned, 
and given the need for a broad consensus to be reached, such a consultative process would 
ideally be framed by an inter-institutional agreement.

An inter-institutional agreement could also be a solution to bringing into the process the 
national parliaments. European and national parliaments could cooperate to bring about these 
EU-wide consultations, although it would require goodwill from all national parliaments. An 
alternative option would be the gathering of European Affairs committees/delegations of 
national parliaments, together with the EP’s Constitutional Affairs Committee or possibly a 
conference of national Parliaments and EP presidents. Such a meeting would agree on the 
organisation and political principles for the consultations. 

2. Design of the content

The first question is the matter of scope of such questions. Should they concern solely the 
issues where EU has competence? Should they concern exclusively the fields where the 
European Commission has the right of initiative? This depends mainly on the legal force that 
shall be given to such a consultation. In cases where the legal basis for such instrument is the 
art. 284 TEC, the Citizens should be allowed to express their opinion and preferences 
concerning such modifications, given the purely consultative nature of such a process, fully in 
line with the formulation of the article 284. 

The number of the questions should be large enough to allow taking the best advantage of a 
costly process, collecting as much precise information about citizen's preferences and not to 
dilute the solemnity of the vote. The number of questions should clearly reflect the important 
issues at stake in the consulting period. 

The clarity of the questions to be asked to the citizens is clearly important. They should make 
an appeal to the citizen's imagination rather than to their legal skills. We need to ask citizens 
questions that they can actually answer on the basis of their real preferences instead of 
their imaginary fears. It's essential to avoid what summarized the 2001 Irish slogan on the 
Nice treaty: "If you don't know, vote no". We shall also have requirements for the language of 
the question that needs to be unambiguous and exempt from EU-jargon.

3. Timing & communication  

The opening of the process of an ECGI should start very early, as a crucial component of its 
successful design, in particular given the number of actors involved and the need to give 
enough space to well prepared communication and strong dialogue. National parliaments 
closely associated to this procedure should have the time to submit their proposals for the 
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broader themes to pick from and to feed back the outcome to their respective national 
parliaments. To give enough room for the debate appears as an essential stimulus for the 
involvement of the citizens. If in the 2005 referendum the debate began in France nearly six 
months before, in the Netherlands, the debates started less then six weeks before the popular 
vote and were effected by the reflection of public opinion and the issues that had crystallized 
already in France.

The second point of the process in terms of timing is clearly the simultaneity of all ECGI. 
Ideally the announcement of the results should take place at the same time, as symbolic 
ritualizing gesture, that enhances the citizen's identification within the European public space 
as a connection between all EU citizens. More specifically, the limited time for the votes, 
helps the prevention of "wait and see attitude" observed during the referenda about the 
Constitutional Treaty, each country passing the ball of referenda to another one - gradually 
reinforcing the leverage of the following country to hold up the whole process of consultation 
and creating the situation in which those organising the consultation in the latest are given 
structural advantage compared to early compliers.

The final crucial points in terms of timing shall be a publication of a formal answer, 
acknowledging the outcome of the consultation by the European institutions and the 
establishment of a deadline for the presentation of a plan to implement the outcome of the 
consultation. This implies that the whole consultation process shall be organised before the 
establishment of the project of the budget, if the implementation of the measures concerned 
would have budgetary implications.

4. Frequency

The regularity of the consultation ensures the incremental improvement of the quality of such 
practice and enhances its acceptance by the citizens, reinforcing its ritualization. Regularity 
ultimately limits the means to use the moment of vote as a tool for the sanction of other 
unconnected political choices. Reduction of this kind of moral hazard is generally enhanced 
by the multiplicity of the questions.

5. Simultaneity

Effects of simultaneity deserve our strongest attention. This notion shall not be limited only to 
the consultation itself but we shall extend it to other moments of concentrated attention such 
as announcement of the questions or the formal reaction by the EU decision-makers.

Understanding by the citizens that the same series of questions is being answered by the 
neighbouring countries and gives therefore highly developed sense of equivalency allowing 
for comparability within any desirable environment. Making implicit assumptions explicit is 
not only entertainment but also strong learning exercise. It helps to analyze the similarity or 
divergence enhancing the interactive, entertaining effect of a consultation.
Through such simultaneous effect is possible to create an instructive wave of interaction of 
the European media, as was seen during the accession of the ten new Member States to the 
European Union: a politically strongly salient moment with relatively strong mobilisation in 
both "old" and "new" Member States created a space with strong exchange between media as 
channels to the citizens to interconnect one with another. 
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Similarly, with lower numbers of European states concerned, one such simultaneously 
perceived moment was the accession of three Visegrad countries (Czech Repulic, Poland, 
Hungary) to NATO on 12th March 1999.

6. Costs

According to available data for the referenda carried out recently and adjusted data for 
national-elections, the cost for organizing one consultation would be higher in the “old" 
Member states, amounting to a total 1 to 1,5 € per citizen, in the "new" Member states such 
figure would be around 0,6-1 € per citizen. These costs translate all the logistic expenses, but 
exclude the expenses for campaigning, which could constitute possibly around 35-50% of the 
sum. 

C. Stimulate the involvement 

The main answer of the European institutions to the lack of democratic practices at the EU 
level should be answered by the organisation of an EU-wide consultation of European 
citizens. The objective of such consultation is to open a European public space to help the 
variety of vital actors that include, besides the citizens themselves and representatives of the 
civil society, also member states (via their national parliaments), political parties, and media. 

1. Involvement of the citizens

The involvement of citizens in the process of an EU-wide consultation depends mainly on the 
following factors: (1) design of the content, (2) saliency of the issues evoked, (3) access to 
information, (4) timing of the consultation (5) level of accustomization of the citizens to the 
practice and the (6) outcome of the consultative process.

Much of the success of such consultations would depend on the design of the question. The 
general idea is to provide citizens with a series of clear, precise questions that pertain to the 
topical issues within the EU ambit. The issue to note here is in particular the number of the 
questions submitted as well as their clarity. If the referenda we have seen in the past, notably 
those concerning the treaty ratifications, were prone to second-order effect, the number of the 
questions and their relative simplicity should help to avoid this. The treaties generally worked 
an "election-shopping list" - by picking up one controversial theme on which the voters 
actually were expressing themselves substituting them for the whole document on which they 
were voting. 
Bringing series of questions together has rather the opposite effect: alongside a question that 
trigger's one's political imagination, voters and with them the media, can be interested to get 
informed about the other, perhaps less politically "attractive" question.

The issues to be submitted to the citizens in the consultation shall not seek necessarily neutral 
and non controversial themes. The fundamentals of any debate require a certain degree of 
controversy. Controversy makes debate and mobilisation. It might appear as counter-
productive to submit to the citizen either complex or not to submit to the citizens only non 
controversial, but also remote issues that would risk alienating them further.
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Timely access to the information about the issues of the campaign is an important element in 
the launch of the debate. There shall be multiple channels of communication at the European 
as well as at the national level. Every institution would need to communicate according to the 
role it assumes at the level of the process of consultation (initiation, establishment of the 
questions, publication of the results, formulation of an answer). At the national level and local 
level, the cooperation of civil society organisations could act as natural multipliers in the 
exercise of communication. 

The timing of the consultation and more importantly the regularity of consultation are key 
elements in the process of ritualization of the practice - that's why it would be important to 
establish a degree of natural annual cycle (year), that frames the whole process and raises its 
acceptance.

Finally, consultation cannot be successful without strong engagement to deliver on the wishes 
and aspirations expressed in it. 

2. Involvement of the media

As the Report on the White Paper on a European communication policy rightly insists on the 
role "played by the quality national and regional newspapers and television news in 
dedicating sufficient coverage to European affairs" and calls to MS to 'encourage the national 
public audiovisual channels adequately to inform the citizens about the policies conducted at 
the national level"

Beyond the opening of a truly European public space, ECGI would be catalysts for a large 
scale dialogue between all other involved actors namely the European media. The 
simultaneity of the processes, exempt from the national political segmentation, of which the 
elections to the European Parliament are victims, would also stimulate the European media 
networks by sharing the same large scale political "entertainment" material. Cooperation 
enhances the possibilities for interaction and the quality (and attractiveness) of the output. 
Development of a European sphere of public debate is triggered horizontally - one or a series 
of issues specific to country or a region of Europe is channelled by the media to other 
countries and reinforced by the strong sense of equivalency between the citizens of Europe.

3. Involvement of the Member States

Governments of member states are the main actors in the implementation of ECGI, their full 
commitment to the project is a sine qua non condition of its successful realization. 
Consultation is an exercise in dialogue with citizens with ultimate potential to legitimize the 
government's actions and involvement in European integration. National governments also 
have a strong interest in receiving feedback from citizens and steering the dialogue about the 
issues they are consulted on. On one side this a clear expression of the mandate with which 
they should negotiate, that legitimizes their position. 
Firstly, parameters of the consultation that guarantee that the consultation is not misused: a 
series of specific questions shall ensure that citizen's vote is not an expression of confusion in 
front of a compound text resulting from a complex negotiation process, nor the voice of 
sanction of the consulting power ("secondary election effect"), but simply expression of his 
informed choice.
Secondly, the consultation upfront and participation on the selection of the issues to be 
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addressed, the national parliaments are involved at the early stages of the formulation of the 
questions - one of the long standing desires of the European communication policy - and 
enhance their actual scrutiny of the executives. This increases the awareness of the EU 
decision-making process. More importantly, such a process provides an important space for 
national parties and non-governmental organisations to provide the citizens with a variety of 
political interpretation.
It might be possible to associate member states even more closely in cooperative consultation 
by allowing them to add to the common set of questions an additional one. This might be 
done with the further clarification of the questions submitted or measures / rules (of 
implementation) that would be adopted at the national level. This option might be a useful 
tool to accommodate the diversity of cultures of perceptions / traditions related to the topics 
treated.

***

The individualisation of the citizen's political attitudes and behaviours is a common feature of 
our societies and they are likely to deepen. With them comes the need to look for wholly new, 
innovative possibilities to offer to citizens the chance to express their political opinions and 
feelings.
One must also look for these new solutions outside existing structures of representative 
democracy and the systems of NGOs. Representative democracy, especially at the European 
level, needs to seek yet a stronger support and commitment of its citizens. The European 
Citizen's Consultation of General Interest should provide a useful tool to help Europe 
reconnect with its citizens.  
Such practice, when developed incrementally and applied regularly, would improve
awareness of the European decision-making process from very early stage of policy shaping, 
not only by citizens, but also at the level of Member State's governments, and parliaments. 
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