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Citizens' initiative - giving people a greater
say in EU legislation
Citizens finally gained the ability to request EU legislation on the issues that matter
to them on 1 April thanks to the launch of the European citizens' initiative. It enables
people to call directly on the Commission to propose new laws provided they col-
lect one million signatures from at least seven member states and it is within the
EU's competence. As it has been more than six months since the scheme was first
launched, we take a look at how the first initiatives are doing.

About the citizens' initiative

Put in place by the Lisbon Treaty, the citizens' initiative allows citizens to call on Commis-
sion to propose new legislation in areas that fall within its competence by collecting one
million signatures from at least a quarter of the EU member states.  The organisers of suc-
cessful initiatives will participate in a hearing at the European Parliament. The Commis-
sion will have three months to examine the initiative and decide how to act on it. 

The first initiatives

So far 22 initiatives have been proposed, of which two are already collecting signatures.
They cover a wide variety of topics, ranging from fresh water for all and pan-European suf-
frage to the abolition of roaming charges within the EU.

Hungarian Social Democrat Zita Gurmai, who is one of two MEPs responsible for steer-
ing the legislation on this through Parliament, said: "I am pleased that 22 initiatives have
already been proposed, of which 12 are registered. It is good to see that these initiatives
come from European citizens or grassroots organisations and not lobbies or big corpora-
tions as some would have expected and feared. It demonstrates the appetite of ordinary
citizens for being involved in the European debate and it is a strong sign that this new tool
of participatory democracy was long due.”

New tool

As this is a brand-new tool,  initiative organisers experienced a few teething problems,
which are currently being sorted out. Ms Gurmai explained: “Several technical issues re-
main when it comes to the online collection and verification of signatures. Commission
vice president  Šefčovič and the European Commission are aware of these problems and
offered their own servers while trying to extend the collection period.”

The MEP said this would only be a temporary fix and that a permanent solution must be
found soon. "I have been in contact with organisers from various initiatives and we will
make sure that the European citizens' initiative is as accessible and user-friendly as we
wanted it to be while drafting the regulation. On the other hand, one has to acknowledge
that it is a brand new tool that has never been launched at such a large scale. Therefore it
is crucial to learn from these experiences and to make sure that the European Parliament,
the European Commission, the member states and the initiative organisers work hand-in-
hand to ensure its accessibility and success."

We spoke to the organisers of some of the initiatives. Read on to find out more about their
experiences.
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Fraternité 2020

The first European citizens´ initiative was registered for symbolic reasons on Eu-
rope Day on 9 May  and calls for the expansion of the EU's exchange programmes,
so that more people have the opportunity to spend time in another member state.

Goal

Our initiative aims at enhancing EU exchange programmes – such as Erasmus and the
European Voluntary Service  – in order to contribute to a united Europe based on solidar-
ity among citizens. Making these exchange programmes more attractive will enable more
EU citizens to spend time in another member state and to find out what a united Europe
means for them.

How far are you?

We opened up the website for signatures on Friday 26 October, which means we've got a
year now to reach that million!

Where can we find you?

We're represented in all 27 EU countries. More details can be found on our website.

Any surprises?

We didn't expect so much work on the data protection front and paperwork related to it.
But as a whole, the Commission is being very helpful in this matter and so are the Luxem-
burgish authorities.

Questions answered by Luca Copetti, a representative of the initiative's citizens committee
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Single Communication Tariff Act

Going from Gibraltar to the forests of northern Finland -  without paying more for
phone calls than you would have done back home in your own apartment? The aim of
the proposed Single Communication Tariff Act is to erase roaming fees and complete
the European common market for mobile communication.

Goal

We want to end all roaming fees within EU borders so that you can call from any member
state to any other member state for the same price, regardless of the member state you pay
your bill in. The whole EU should be considered as one unique tariff zone.

How far are you?

We are planning to begin the online collection of signatures soon.

Where can we find you?

We are represented in most of the countries of the EU, but we are still looking for represen-
tatives in some member states. To the readers: whatever your country is, feel free to contact
us if you want to join the team!

Any surprises?

We encountered a lot of technical problems with the online collection software. The most
unpleasant surprise is that, because of technical issues and other regulatory requirements,
EU citizens living in EU countries of which they don't have the nationality, won't be able to
support a citizens' initiative. That's about 11 million people whose rights as EU citizens will
be denied.

Questions answered by Vincent Chauvet, a representative of the initiative's citizens com-
mittee
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Water and Sanitation are a human right! Water is a public good,
not a commodity

An initiative demanding fresh water for all Europeans was the first to complete the
online registration system. But as forerunners, they were also the first to experience
some difficulties.

Goal
The final goal of our initiative is to have water declared a human right. This means that water
and sanitation must be available, accessible and affordable for all the people in Europe.
Water supply and management of water resources should not be subject to internal market
rules and water services excluded from liberalisation

How far are you?
We started the online and paper collection in early September and we hope to reach the
first 50,000 by the end of October.

Where can we find you?
We have a citizens committee and a campaign coordinator in every member state.

Any surprises
Since we were the first to complete the online collection system process, we found many
problems and unpleasant surprises. The worst ones were probably the lack of capacity in
the member states for validation of the software (only three countries were fully ready in
time) and the incredible amount of bureaucratic hurdles in the process. I could go on for
hours and hours on this.

Questions answered by Pablo Sánchez Centellas, the initiative's communication officer
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Let me vote

EU citizens living abroad already have the right to vote in EP and local elections
in the member state where they reside. The initiators of the "Let me vote" initiative
want to extend that right to all elections. By erasing national barriers to suffrage,
they hope to heighten Europeans’ "awareness that they share a common destiny".

Goal

The purpose of "Let me vote" is to strengthen EU citizenship by giving EU citizens the right
to vote in all political elections in the member state in which they reside, even if they are
not citizens of that state.

How far are you?

We have not yet started the collection of signatures, since we are still working with the docu-
mentation needed to have our initiative certified. Hopefully, we will start to collect signatures
at the beginning of next year, at the latest.

Where can we find you?

We are represented in France, Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Germany, Italy and
Spain. Moreover, we will collect signatures in many other member states with the support
of different organisations, like Union of European Federalists.

Any surprises?

As with some of the other initiatives, we encountered difficulties in starting collecting signa-
tures. These were mainly due to the software made available by the Commission, which is
too complicated and too costly for a team of citizens. The situation regarding data protection
is also unclear and we don't get much help from the legislation, nor from the Commission.

Questions answered by Alain Brun, a substitute representative of the initiative's citizens'
committee


