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This report aims at exploring the means to bridge the gap between the EU citizens and the 
European Union and its institutions that is often referred to as the democratic deficit1 through 
the introduction of the new democratic practice of consultation of European citizens.
It is felt that EU citizens lack a sense of empowerment. In contrast with national politics they 
feel that they have little influence over EU policy. It is particularly important to develop 
among the European citizenry a feeling of being at the heart of the policies of the European 
Union and of co-steering the EU integration process.  

I. Crisis of Democratic legitimacy in the context of EU Governance

The democratic gap between the European Union and its citizens is widening because of (1) 
the inherent complexity of its decision-making system and (2) the crisis of legitimacy in the 
context of the (3) transformation of governance, (4) the communication deficit. These factors 
accentuate the (5) deficit in trust and engagement of the EU in its citizens.

The EU appears as very complex political body whose decision-making processes tend to be 
opaque. The main features of the democratic deficit in the EU are (1) the predominance of the 
executives both at supranational level (European Commission) and intergovernmental level 
(Council). Secondly, we note a strong reliance of the decision-making process on expertise 
that leads to the dominance of highly specialized groups. Finally a complex bargaining 
process dominated by the principles of negotiation and consensus makes outcomes difficult to 
understand to the ordinary citizen and increases the sense of alienation from Brussels policy 
making.

A certain degree of democratic deficit will always be present in any representative system. 
Yet this deficit can be balanced by other sources of legitimacy. The EU cannot claim to have 
any traditional sources of legitimacy (constitution, language, territory, history, ethnicity) and 
has had to claim legitimacy from the integration process itself. The EU claims 'output 
legitimacy' by stressing its role in the creation of a space of peace and shared prosperity and 
the initiation of concrete projects (customs union, economic and monetary union etc.) Yet this 
claim is now at the point of exhaustion, and is threatened by ideological and moral vacuity. 
This situation calls for a new source of legitimacy that renews the link between the European 
Union and its citizens.

These developments take place in a context determined by the effects of globalisation, the 
dynamics of European integration itself and strong socio-political evolutions. 
Globalisation limits the capacity of the nation state to undertake autonomous policies and 
adequately provide for the needs and aspirations of their citizens. European integration could 
be interpreted as the organised erosion of the power and scope of action of nation states, with 
the potentially dangerous side-effect of blurring responsibilities. Finally, socio-political and 
technological developments contribute to a strong individualization of voters' behaviour and 
reinforces the tendency to develop several institutions of direct democracy alongside the 
traditional representative system (popular initiative, referenda).
As a result of these inherent characteristics of the system and dynamics of the context, we 
observe a deficit of trust and participation among the European citizens that translates into 

                                               
1 The term "democratic deficit" is believed to have appeared for the first time in the JEF Manifesto in 1977 
(Berlin, 1977)
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the "dramatic collapse in the popular legitimacy of the EU since the early 1990s"1 The 
Eurobarometer surveys demonstrate consistently the existence between 1989 and 2006 of this 
feeling of remoteness, together with a strong feeling that "their voice is [not] taken into 
account at the EU level"2.

The deficit of information and deficiencies in communication can be seen as one of the 
essential factors of such disengagement by the citizens. The need for a common approach 
towards communication on Europe was acknowledged by the inter-institutional agreement 
Communicating Europe in Partnership, that promises to become the framework for a 
coordinated approach between European institutions and Member states. The EU continues to 
suffer from a lack of EU-wide audiovisual media, a culture of reporting about EU affairs that 
favours experts and insiders and therefore prevents debate from reaching the level of national 
publics. This results in the absence of a European public space of debate, an important 
condition for the emergence of a European demos, which would aid the reconnection with its 
citizens and help to develop new sources of legitimacy.

II. Narrowing the gap between the EU and its citizens

Attempts to narrow the gap between the EU and its citizens were (1) through the accent put on 
the institutional reforms, (2) reforms in the consultation practice (3) development of EU 
citizenship and (4) transformation of the communication policy of the EU and (5) emergence 
of participatory experiments at the EU level.

Since the 1972 Vedel report most of the efforts aimed at tackling the democratic deficit in 
European decision-making came through the path of institutional reforms reinforcing the 
European Parliament as a consequence of transfer of new competencies on the European 
Communities. 

The consultation practice was also improved through the introduction since 1984 of the 
green papers that seek the inclusion of stakeholders at the beginning of the shaping of the 
legislative proposal, a practice that became commonplace since the mid-1990s.  

Other initiatives to reconnect with the people of Europe were launched by the European 
Parliament. Since the 1983 Stuttgart declaration stating the "need for new developments 
corresponding to the wishes of democratic peoples of Europe", the European Parliament has 
launched several propositions for the introduction of EU-wide referenda either directly (in its 
resolutions of 19873 and 19884) or indirectly via its Commissions (Puron Report and Herman 
Report).

EU Citizenship has major potential for the EU to reconnect with its citizens and narrow the 
democratic gap. A major advance was the ratification of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of 
the EU, wherein chapter V "Citizenship" gives account of individual rights from which the 
citizens benefit at the European level.

                                               
1 Hix, Simon, What's wrong with the European Union and how to Fix it, Malden, Polity Press, 2008, p.50-51
2 Eurobarometer 189 a+ b, 10/06
3 Resolution  A2-28/87, OJ C 190/72
4 Resolution A2-106/88, OJ C 187/231
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A major contribution to a stand-alone communication policy is Commission’s Plan-D1 that 
explicitly proposes to “promote citizens’ participation in the democratic process” through 
developing “more effective consultation” of their actual aspirations. The ensuing Action Plan2

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's an essential part of the political process".

Partly as a consequence of the new impetus given to EU communication policy as a “two way 
street” of interaction with the citizens, several participatory experiments were developed 
aiming at the inclusion of the citizens, namely the Commission’s initiative -European 
Citizen’s Consultations or the European Parliament’s project of Citizens Agora. 

III. Empowering EU citizens through new democratic practice

A condition for the effective participation of all citizens is the development of a European 
Public Sphere, as suggested by Jürgen Habermas. If one major advance in this direction 
(autonomisation and empowerment of citizens) had been the introduction of the European 
Citizen’s Initiative in the Treaty of Lisbon, it represents not a systematic but an incidental tool 
that lacks the educative, empowering and dialectical dimension that is enshrined in popular 
consultation as a regular dialogue between the citizens and their representatives.

Your rapporteur therefore suggests to support the development of a new political practice –
European Citizens Consultation of General Interest (ECGI), organised simultaneously in 
all countries of the European Union, including a series of precise questions about the policy 
orientations of the EU, held on a regular and non-binding basis.

Its objective wouldn’t only be to receive citizen’s input when shaping policy but also to 
enable a genuine “two way communication” with citizens while injecting “a dose of human 
drama into technocratic machinery and arid theory of EU integration”3.

The following aspects need to be considered as crucial in the development of such democratic 
practice: (1) legal basis, (2) content design, (3) Timing and frequency (4) simultaneity (5) 
communication and (6) involvement of major actors (media, member states and citizens).

One possible legal basis for such undertaking would be article 284 TEC that allows the 
Commission to “collect any information and carry out any check required for the performance 
of the tasks entrusted to it.” In this situation, the Commission would act as “consulting power” 
with the mandate of the Council. This needs to bring about political consensus and ensure the 
participation of the European Parliament as the only EU-institution directly representing the 
citizens - in selecting the questions to be asked, via a specific inter-group composed of 
representatives of EP committees. In order to secure such political consensus, an inter-
institutional agreement could be devised. 

                                               
113.10.2005 COM(2005) 494:
2 SEC(2005) 985
3 Expression devised by Dan O’Brien and Daniel Keohane, Centre for European Reform
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As far as the content of the ECGI is concerned, its scope would need to lie within the 
Commission's field of competence. Its number should be large enough to collect information 
about the EU citizens' preferences, without diluting the solemnity of the process. Clarity of 
the questions is also a crucial feature in order for citizens to be able to answer them on the 
basis of their real preferences and without specific legal skills.

The timing of an ECGI should take into account the necessity to provide for a good, balanced 
and powerful communication campaign. Simultaneity of the process in different Member 
states is a neuralgic element that allows the ECGI to crystallize the opinions, catalyzed by the 
media, opening for trans-European “political entertainment” and development of a genuinely 
European public sphere of debate. Regularity of such consultation would ensure not only the 
incremental improvement of the practice, but also its ritualisation and acceptance by the 
citizens.

Three actors deserve our particular attention as far as their involvement in the process is 
crucial: the media, the Member States at the level of governments, parliaments and political 
parties and the citizens themselves.

The simultaneity of the event and strong equivalency of the questions within different national 
contexts is a strong driving mechanism for the saliency of an ECGI for national media. 
European media networks would therefore share European-scale political “entertainment” 
material and their cooperation enhances the possibilities for interaction and the quality (and 
attractiveness) of the output.

Involvement of governments of the Member States is also an important component of its 
design – they would be provided with a clear expression of the citizen’s will and the space of 
the dialogue with citizens that brings more legitimacy to its action. The upfront involvement 
of governments in the process would provide an important space for national parties and 
NGOs to provide citizens with a requisite variety of political interpretations. It would be 
possible to associate the member states even more closely by providing them with the 
possibility to add to the set of questions.

The involvement of citizens would strongly depend, besides the aspects regarding the design 
of the content and communication, also on the saliency of the issues expressed by the 
questions and the outcome of the consultative process. An ECGI should not at all costs escape 
controversial issues as they bring more saliency. Acceptance of the practice by the citizens 
also depends on the clarity surrounding the role of different actors at different levels of the 
consultation (initiation, establishment of the questions, publication of the results, formal 
answer). Yet more important is to take properly into account the outcome of the consultation 
as the essential way to enhance citizen’s trust in the system and its involvement. A clear 
commitment needs to be specified in a formal answer, with a strategy for implementation.
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