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Part of the act4europe campaign initiated by the Civil Society Contact Group 
 

The Constitution is not an end in itself 

On 29th October 2004 European Heads of States signed the first Constitution for Europe in 
the same historic room in which the Treaty of Rome was signed in 1957. This Constitution 
now needs to be ratified by the 25 Member States before it can come into force.  Given the 
historic nature of the Constitution ratification will of necessity depend on its acceptance by 
Europe’s citizens.  

In comparison with the drafting of previous EU treaties, the Convention method has allowed 
more civil society involvement in the elaboration of the Constitution’s content. For Europe’s 
NGOs involved in development, and for the millions of Europeans who support this work, 
Europe’s role in eradicating global poverty and in promoting social justice has to be central 
to the values and objectives of the Union. The Convention allowed NGOs and other 
organisations of civil society to bring reflections of citizens interests to the drafting process. 
We therefore contributed in a collective effort with other civil society sectors to the creation 
of the Civil Society Contact Group, which launched the Act4Europe campaign with the aim 
to take the debate on the future of Europe at national level.  

It is true that that some of the policy concerns of civil society have not been adequately 
dealt with by the Constitutional Treaty. All sectors, including our own, realize that the 
Constitution is the result of negotiation and compromise. Nevertheless we welcome some 
general advances of this text, not pertaining only to development co-operation and external 
affairs. 

The Constitutional Treaty is far more accessible and legible than the existing treaties. We 
welcome the fact that the treaties have been unified in one single text. From the point of 
view of ordinary citizens the existing Treaties are extremely difficult to understand. Having 
everything in one place is an advance for democracy. 

Secondly we feel that the inclusion of the Charter of Fundamental Rights into the 
Constitutional Treaty and the two articles on the values and the objectives of the Union will 
receive much support from our members. The values of “human dignity, freedom, 
democracy, equality, human rights’’ are important to us and it is good to see these put so 
high in the Constitutional Treaty. We also support the objectives, both internal and external, 
of the Union, with their emphasis on peace, security, sustainable development and poverty 
eradication. We know that there are those amongst us that have attacked the reference to  
the words ‘’market’’ and ‘’competitive’’ in the phrase “highly competitive social market’ but 
references to social protection, full employment, quality of life and the environment are in 
our opinion the defining elements in that paragraph.  

We welcome that the gender mainstreaming clause in Part III has been retained and that a 
new social inclusion mainstreaming article has been included.  Also very important, that this 
Constitutional Treaty gives the EU competence to deal with matters relating to children and 
children rights. A very overdue competence in our opinion. 
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Finally, we along other NGOs, have long campaigned for a recognition of the civil dialogue 
in the Treaties. Article 47 does just that. The challenge will be how to turn the fine words 
contained in the article into processes which bring Europe closer to its citizens. It is also 
true that the new procedure to allow citizens from at least 5 Member States to call on the 
Commission to initiate an action on a given topic is innovative and bound to be popular.  

 From the perspective of Europe’s role in the world we can conclude that in the outcome 
there has been a positive response. The specific role of the Union for fostering sustainable, 
socially just, economically responsible development in the poorest countries of the world is 
defined as a separately identified area of policy. The position of development co-operation 
and humanitarian aid in the new Constitution was clearly strengthened during the process of 
the Convention. We believe that the result may have been different had there been no 
Convention. The closed nature of the Intergovernmental Conference, which followed the 
Convention and concluded the talks, together with the lack of support for civil society to 
promote actions at national level did not allow any meaningful engagement by European 
citizens in the debate on the future of Europe. This reflects the reality of previous re-
negotiations of EU Treaties. Since ratification of the result has to be based on a mandate 
from the people of Europe, exclusion, until after the deals are done,  inevitably provokes 
alienation. In the coming two years the people of Europe will be asked to support 
ratification. Much of the debate will be about what Europe means, and provides for its 
citizens. It is also a time to promote deeper citizen involvement in the debate on the future 
of Europe.  

EU leaders in 2001 in Laeken set three main challenges to the Convention. As one of these 
challenges was “turn the EU into a stabilising factor in the new world order”, Development 
and Humanitarian NGOs have been particularly active in monitoring the constitutional 
negotiations. This specific mandate given to the Convention opened the door for 
improvements in EU’s legal framework for development co-operation and humanitarian aid, 
as well as clarifications on the relations between the various European external action 
policies. 
We particularly welcome the fact that the new Treaty: 
  

• Places sustainable development, human rights, fair trade, respect of 
international law and poverty eradication among the strategic objectives of the 
Union and its external policy.  

• Identifies Development Co-operation and Humanitarian Aid as competences 
shared between the EU and the Member States 

• Defines poverty eradication as overarching objective of EU development policy 
• Defines EU development policy as the principal framework of co-operation with all 

developing countries 
• Underlines the principle of coherence of EU internal and external policies with 

development objectives when they are likely to impact developing countries  
• Makes reference to European development commitments in the United Nations 

framework (e.g. the Millennium Development Goals) 
• Positions EU development policy as one of the components of Europe’s external 

action, without subordinating it to any other policy 
• Provides a new legal basis for humanitarian aid based on the principles of 

impartiality, neutrality and non-discrimination  
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The new Treaty therefore preserves the integrity of development with regard to security 
policies such as the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) but also to trade policies 
and we believe that this should be reflected in EU’s institutions, policies and finances if 
Europe is to get closer to its people by: 
 
 

• Ensuring that a single commissioner for development co-operation and 
humanitarian aid is nominated with responsibilities for the policy, 
programming and implementation of aid to all developing countries 

 
• Preserving the clear lines of accountability set by the Constitution in the 

setting up of the European External Action Service 
 
• Making sure that the revised EU development policy statement puts the 

eradication of poverty through the attainment of the MDGs as the central 
objectives 

 
• Having a strong EU leadership at the UN MDG stocktacking meeting 

leading towards firmer commitments from all industrialised countries to 
fight against poverty  

 
• Creating a single instrument, centered on the eradication of poverty and 

the attainment of the MDGs, covering official development assistance to 
all developing countries in the context of the Financial Perspectives 

 
 
Finally we believe that the new Constitution provides the basis for a European Union that 
takes up its responsibility towards the 1.3 billion people living in absolute poverty all over 
the world, but this treaty is definitely not an end in itself. It only provides a legal framework 
to the European Union. This framework should be reinforced  by appropriate institutions, 
policies and finances. We believe that the Constitution cannot be supported or opposed 
without looking at its implementation at sub-treaty level, which will model the framework for 
the European development policy.  
 
In the context of the ratification campaigns that will take place in many EU member states, 
the credibility of the Constitutional Treaty depends on whether it is a true reflection of the 
reality. We therefore call on European decision makers to ensure that the discussions on 
EU institutions, policies and finances for development co-operation and humanitarian aid 
reflect appropriately the relevant provisions in the Constitution. 
 
Development and humanitarian NGOs have the will to participate in the Europe-wide 
campaign on the constitution with the objective to inform the debate and point the 
implications of the changes in the new Treaty for the position of development co-operation 
and humanitarian aid in the EU. The experience of our act4europe campaign shows that 
there is the will and desire to engage, but that many national organizations, particularly in 
the new Member States, will be unable to make their current resources stretch to cover 
additional activities focusing on the Constitutional Treaty.  It would be shortsighted and 
regrettable to pass over this opportunity to engage the citizens across the EU on the Future 
of Europe. We therefore call on European decision makers to make resources available to 
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enable NGOs in the member states to contribute to the ratification process by using 
innovative technics to communicate the Treaty and its implication to the citizens. 
 
 
Simon Stocker and Gimpiero Alhadeff will represent the development sector co-
ordinated by CONCORD during the hearing of the Constitutional affairs committee on 
25th November 2004. Additional points on the Charter of fundamental rights, gender 
mainstreaming, and civil dialogue will be made in the interventions of Giampiero 
Alhadeff. 
 
For more information on the content of this paper, please contact 
 
Florent Sebban: fsebban@eurostep.org, +32 2 234 62 37 
Katrin Hugendubel, katrin@solidar.org, +32 2 500 10 21 
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