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Under Construction: Citizen Participation in the European Union

Abstract

The European Union (EU) has a plethora of par-
ticipation instruments at its disposal. Elections,
citizens’ initiatives, consultations, petitions, and
dialogues — citizens can participate in EU politics
in various ways. But how well do the existing
instruments really work? Are they well-known
enough to citizens, and do they actually impact
EU policymaking? How can the individual instru-
ments be improved, and should new elements be
added to the existing toolbox? This study shows
that citizen participation in the EU is a patchwork
of instruments that are relatively accessible, but
largely unknown among the European public,
often have a narrow user-base, are neither trans-
national nor deliberative enough, and overall
create little impact. At the same time, four out
of five citizens want to have a greater say in EU
policymaking — and the EU and its member states
should respond to this demand.

To make participation count, the EU needs to
move from a participation patchwork to a partic-
ipation infrastructure by addressing three gaps:
the awareness gap, the performance gap, and
the political commitment gap. In a participation
infrastructure, the individual instruments would
not only work on their own, but would collectively
establish the basis for a functioning participa-
tory EU democracy alongside the representative
dimension of European policymaking. Democratic
accountability and legitimacy would not only come
from elections every five years, but from regular
and effective participation by citizens. The future
of the EU’s democracy depends on the political will
and ability of the Union and its member states to
enhance and extend the possibilities for a more
visible, more coherent, and more impactful citizen
participation within EU policymaking.
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to a participation infrastructure

It is fundamental for the European Union (EU),
as for any democracy, that citizens feel they can
participate in different ways in politics and poli-
cymaking. Over the years, the EU has put in place a
considerable number of participation opportunities
for citizens. Still, there is a persistent image of the
EU as a distant and complex political apparatus,
where decisions are made behind closed doors. The
Union wants to be democratic and participatory, as
indicated by its rhetoric around initiatives such as
the European Democracy Action Plan.! But if it is
not perceived as such, it has a legitimacy problem.

This study finds that the EU’s participation
instruments function reasonably well on their own
but do not add up to a visible and comprehensive
participation infrastructure. In the current system,
each instrument works according to its own objec-
tives, is fairly accessible and relatively easy to use.
However, citizens are hardly aware of the existence
of these instruments and their actual impact on EU
decision-making is often difficult to detect.

What we see is a participation patchwork. EU insti-
tutions have no common strategy for well-defined,
effective and sustainable citizen participation. It
is often unclear to citizens which instruments to
use and for what purpose. Learnings from one
instrument are not sufficiently used to improve
other instruments and the overall participation
infrastructure. The patchwork provides various
participation opportunities, but it does not alter
or positively affect a political process that is still
driven mostly by elites. Thus, it might be conven-
ient for policymakers to portray the EU as a Europe
of the citizens,? but de facto the Union pursues a
rather closed policymaking approach from which
citizens feel excluded.

The future of EU democracy depends on the ability
of the Union and its member states to enhance

and extend the possibilities for more effective and
continuous participation by European citizens in
EU policymaking. A change in public perception
regarding the ability of ordinary European citizens
to have a stronger say in EU politics would require
are-evaluation and upgrading of the Union’s par-
ticipatory toolkit. The functioning of existing in-
struments, as well as their collective contribution
to a participatory EU, should be improved. This
review could entail tweaks to existing instruments
and potentially also the addition of new elements
to the current toolbox if they can help to comple-
ment and make today’s EU participatory repertoire
more complete.

To improve citizen participation, the EU needs to
construct a participation infrastructure. In this
infrastructure, the individual instruments would
not only work for themselves, but collectively
establish the basis for a functioning participatory
EU democracy next to the representative dimen-
sion of EU policymaking. In such a participation
infrastructure, democratic accountability in the EU
would not only mean elections every five years, but
more visible, coherent, comprehensive, effective,
and continuous participation by European citizens
in the process of shaping concrete policies and the
overall future of Europe.

Seven EU participation instruments

European Parliament elections are the EU’s most
significant democratic instrument, through which
members of the European Parliament (EP) are di-
rectly elected. In 2019, voter turnout increased for
the first time, suggesting a potentially renewed
interest in European affairs. Still, it remains dif-
ficult for European citizens to see how elections
make a real difference in the EU decision-making
process, given the Union’s complex institutional
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setup and the still limited powers of the EP, de-
spite its progressive gain in legislative powers via
successive treaty reforms over the past decades.

The European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) is another
flagship participation instrument enshrined in
the EU Treaties, allowing one million EU citizens
to call on the European Commission to propose
legislation. Until recently, it lacked impact and
often left organisers frustrated. With the recent
ECI End the Cage Age,3 however, it seems to have
finally produced its first true success story.

Petitions to the European Parliament can be submit-
ted by any citizen or resident in the EU and are the
Union’s oldest participation instrument. Petitions
are relatively popular in a handful of EU countries,
but have otherwise kept a low profile, as the EP
itself does not attribute a high priority to them.

The European Ombudsman is an independent
institution that investigates complaints against
maladministration by EU bodies, whether lodged
by EU citizens and residents or undertaken on its

FIGURE 1 Citizens want to have a bigger say ...

/8

Respondents
who think
citizens
should have
a bigger
sayin EU
politics

Question asked:
Imagine you witness two people discussing European politics on the
street. Whom would you rather agree with: Person A: “The EU is
complex. That is why EU decision-making should be left to experts
and politicians.” Person B: “The EU affects my daily life. That is why
citizens should have a bigger say in EU decision-making.”

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

own initiative. The Ombudsman has been a key
player in making EU public administration more
open and accessible, but still lacks wide public
attention.

Public consultations are organised systematically
by the European Commission for individual pol-
icy proposals, inviting citizens and stakeholders
to provide feedback. Though the Commission is
increasing efforts to make them more visible,
participation is often imbalanced towards organ-
ised interests, and it remains largely unclear how
consultation input is reflected and translated into
policy output.

Citizens’ Dialogues are town-hall meetings organ-
ised by the Commission with Commissioners or
other EU officials as speakers. They offer citizens
an opportunity to receive immediate feedback on
their questions and ideas, but they mainly cater
to a pro-European audience and there is a lack
of real deliberation between citizens and policy-
makers.

... but many
feel their voices
do not count.

Question asked:

To what extent do you
agree or disagree with
the following statement:
“My voice counts in the
European Union.”

| BertelsmannStiftung
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European Citizens’ Consultations were a one-off ini-
tiative in 2018 featuring an EU-wide online survey,
a European citizens’ panel and various events in
the member states. They influenced the overall
objectives and shape of the Conference on the Fu-
ture of Europe but lacked any concrete follow-up
by decision makers.

Three gaps between patchwork and
infrastructure

As is, these seven instruments constitute a par-
ticipation patchwork. The Union has expanded
its participatory scope considerably over time,
adding new instruments and reforming existing
ones. Today, citizens are offered various ways to
participate in EU politics. However, no new instru-
ment and no reform has led to the development of
a visible, coherent, comprehensive, and effective
participation infrastructure. This is mostly due to
three major gaps that need to be addressed: the
awareness gap, the performance gap, and the
political commitment gap.

(1) The awareness gap

Citizens want to participate. But many feel that their voices
do not count. Citizens think it is difficult to take part in
European politics and they have little knowledge of their
opportunities to participate. This creates a gap between
citizens’ ambitions to participate effectively and their
perception that there is little opportunity to do so.

According to an eupinions poll conducted as part
of this study, four out of five EU citizens want to
have a bigger say in EU politics. They feel that
European policymaking should not be left to
politicians and experts alone. At the same time,
only a minority (46 percent) believe that their
voice counts in European politics. Citizens expe-
rience a discrepancy between their own desire to
participate in EU politics and the unclear effect
their vote, their opinions, their insights, and their
participation have on the EU. Most citizens do not
perceive the Union’s participatory system as one
that they can engage with.

FIGURE 2 European citizens find it more difficult to participate on the EU level than nationally or locally

Respondents who answered “[somewhat/very] easy” to the question “how easy or difficult is it

for you to participatein...”

local
politics

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

national
politics

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

15, ™
EU

politics

| BertelsmannStiftung
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The primary level of participation for citizens is
neither the European nor the national but the local
level. 46 percent of citizens believe that it is rather
easy to participate in local politics, compared to 28
percent on the national level and 15 percent on the
EU level. Our research found that this is not pri-
marily due to EU participation instruments being
difficult to use; they are simply not well-known
among European citizens.

Our eupinions survey also shows that most citizens
find it difficult to identify existing EU participation
instruments, except for the one that is best known
— the European Parliament elections. One of the
reasons is that there is hardly any media coverage
of citizen participation in any EU member state.
It is also largely unclear to citizens what a given
instrument does and when to use one instrument
or the other. As a result, the EU participation land-
scape is still terra incognita to many citizens.

(2) The performance gap

The EU has an array of different participation instruments
at its disposal, but most of these have significant room
for improvement. Not only are they unknown, relatively
unrepresentative, not very transnational and mostly not
deliberative, but their political impact on European poli-
cymaking is fairly low.

The EU has a variety of relatively accessible in-
struments at its disposal. Since the first petition
in 1958, the Union has considerably expanded
citizens’ opportunities to participate. From the
possibility to vote for their representatives in the
European Parliament, to that of submitting indi-
vidual complaints to the Ombudsman, joining con-
sultations about legislative acts or having dialogues
with politicians, citizens enjoy a broad spectrum of
participation opportunities at the European level,
more than in many EU member states. The Euro-

FIGURE 3 Instruments often do not function as they should or could

The right Participation
participation instruments
instruments function as sufficiently

arein place they should

Participation
instruments are

known and used

59 EU democracy experts were asked to what extent they agree with the following statements:

1. The appropriate instruments for citizen participation at EU level are in place.
2. The existing EU participation instruments function as they should.
3. The existing EU participation instruments are sufficiently known and used.

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung/EPC expert survey

| BertelsmannStiftung
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pean elections are clearly the flagship instrument,
being the most recognisable and most used (53 per-
cent of respondents in the eupinions survey claim
to have participated in EU elections).

But most instruments do not function as well as
they should or could. Our analysis reveals defi-
ciencies, unrealised potential and room for im-
provement with respect to all of the instruments.
They are relatively unrepresentative in terms of
participation, catering mainly to a relatively nar-
row group of highly educated EU supporters. Most
instruments exhibit little transnationality, taking
place either on the local or national level, with
little cross-border interaction. Citizens are often
left in the dark as to what happens to their input.
Equally important, the actual effect of participa-
tion instruments on EU policymaking remains low.

Little surprise, then, that Europeans feel that they
have little ability to influence EU decisions. In this
sense, the Conference on the Future of Europe
presents an important step forward in an attempt
to make the Union more participatory. The Euro-
pean Citizens’ Panels involving randomly selected
citizens from all over Europe, in particular, are a
test case of whether citizens’ assemblies could
serve as an inspiration for future efforts aiming
to modernise and further complete the EU’s par-
ticipatory framework.

(3) The political commitment gap

Citizen participation in the EU lacks the political will it
needs to succeed. There is a gap between the Union’s rhet-
oric on participation and the actions taken and resources
invested to make citizens’ voices count.

FIGURE 4 The EU’s participation rhetoric is not in line with its participation reality

EU
participation
reality

necessary political will and T
resources to make - h.e
petitions to the European Om, b’;illtiv
Parliament count. s, :
the less /,'r/,:;'; {HQUiriES :
Instjy, > e,
- C°'77p/y.tuh°"$

'770,-e o
@ th e

Oljtjc.
ally
Eur °peay

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

commitment

The political EU

participation

gap

Source: own illustration

rhetoric

“A healthy democracy
relies on citizen
engagement and an
active civil society,
not only at election time,
but all the time.”

(European Democracy
Action Plan)

| BertelsmannStiftung
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There is no common understanding among EU
politicians and policymakers about the importance
and the process of citizen participation beyond
elections. As a result, communication efforts are
often mistakenly perceived as citizen participa-
tion. For example, Citizens’ Dialogues often seem
to be treated as ‘PR exercises’ rather than tools of
concrete dialogue between citizens and EU policy-
makers. This mindset makes it difficult to develop
EU citizen participation further and take it from
window dressing to real political influence in EU
decision-making processes.

Political enthusiasm and institutional commit-
ment for more citizen participation is still low.
For example, the organisers of European Citizens’
Initiatives have more often than not been left
dissatisfied by the responses they received from
the Commission; the Petitions Committee in the
European Parliament still suffers from a lack of
interest from most MEPs; a real discussion in
the European Council about the 2018 European
Citizens’ Consultations and their results did not
take place. However, enthusiasm for participation
instruments and their results seems to be slowly
growing in the European Parliament, the Commis-
sion and in some member states.

Our research suggests that the lack of political
commitment leads to short institutional mem-
ory. In the past, new participation instruments
were often introduced as side products of major
integration steps or EU milestones, such as the
European Citizens’ Initiative resulting from the
Constitutional Convention in 2002/3 or the Cit-
izens’ Dialogues being created to celebrate the
“European Year of Citizens” in 2013. Initial inter-
est in the instruments often subsides as the Union
moves on to other priorities. As a result, under-
standing and knowledge of existing participation
instruments is not strong, even among political
insiders, although more and more instruments
have been created over time. Consequently, the
push for more participation often comes from a
small circle of participation enthusiasts within EU
institutions and is not widely shared among the
Union’s wider political establishment.

Building a participation infrastructure

For citizen participation to become a more inte-
gral, visible and effective part of EU policymaking,
the three gaps need to be bridged. To this end, we
are making five recommendations:

(1) Strategy: the basis for acomprehensive
participation infrastructure

To move from a participation patchwork to a
participation infrastructure, the EU institutions
and member states need to elaborate and agree
on a common strategy. The European Commission,
Parliament and Council need a common vision and
coordinated action on how to improve and further
develop the Union’s participation toolbox.

The EU’s citizen participation instruments are
neither well-known to the wider public nor are
they perceived to create a strong impact on EU
policymaking. EU institutions have no coherent
and common strategy to improve the use and de-
velopment of existing participation instruments.
The instruments function reasonably well on their
own, but apart from European elections they re-
main largely unknown to citizens and short on ac-
tual political influence. In addition, for a long time
the debate was focused on incremental changes to
existing instruments rather than the wider infra-
structure, or whether new instruments need to be
added to the Union’s participatory toolkit.

A common EU strategy demands that EU insti-
tutions and member states discuss and develop a
shared vision and a shared understanding of the
meaning, purpose and benefits of the Union’s
participation infrastructure. What are the main
objectives of individual participation instruments
and what purpose should the overall participation
infrastructure fulfil? How do the instruments
function together and how can they benefit from
one another? What kind of positive change is being
envisioned and how does it relate to the future
interplay between representative and participa-
tory democracy at the EU level? This study argues
that our criteria of good participation - visibility,
accessibility, representativeness, transnational-
ity, deliberativeness, and impact — are the vital
foundation of an EU participation infrastructure
and all need to be reflected in a comprehensive
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EU participation strategy. While not all participa-
tion instruments need to maximise all criteria by
design, each of them should be acknowledged and
collectively enhanced in a comprehensive partic-
ipatory system.

(2) Spotlight and exposure: more visibility for
EU participation

The best infrastructure is not worth much if
citizens are not aware of it. Just as the EU needs
a participation strategy, it also needs a joint
communication effort to make the participation
infrastructure visible to the wider public. It should
not be only the ‘usual suspects’ who know about
opportunities to participate and influence the EU;
citizens from all over Europe need to know more
about how they can get involved in European pol-
icymaking.

Our eupinions survey data clearly show that citi-
zens currently only have a vague idea about their
participation rights. And 95 percent of the democ-
racy experts we surveyed for the purpose of this
study do not believe that the current EU participa-
tion instruments are sufficiently known or used.
Increasing knowledge about the instruments and
their visibility demands political will and suffi-
cient resources. An effective participation strategy
requires an effective communication strategy.

(3) Guidance: a central hub for EU citizen
participation

An EU participation infrastructure needs a cen-
tral online hub for all participation instruments
to provide networking opportunities, effective
communication and civic education on EU citizen
participation. According to our eupinions survey,
the overwhelming majority of citizens in Europe
do not know where to go when they are interested
in participating in politics at the European level.
Therefore, a participation infrastructure needs
a central entry point, including a user-friendly
website enabling citizens to explore their partici-
pation opportunities at the EU level.

It should draw on existing EU experiences, par-
ticularly with the Have your say portal, as well
as the digital platform of the Conference on the
Future of Europe. It should seek inspiration from

tested and proven hubs in EU member states. One
good example at the member state level is the
Finnish platform demokratia.fi.

The EU hub for participation needs to fulfil four
basic functions: coherence building, networking,
effective communication, and civic education. The
coherence building function would require the EU
to organise all participation instruments under a
central logic. Each instrument needs to be clearly
explained and its role in the system and added
value need to be fleshed out, so that citizens can
receive effective practical guidance about which
instrument they could use for which concerns and
purposes. The networking aspect entails that citi-
zens should be able to engage with each other and
with the platform in any language through auto-
mated translation, to share their experiences with
instruments and ask for support to be guided to a
relevant instrument. Through a central hub, the EU
would have a better chance to communicate about
participation opportunities and the instruments in
a more coherent fashion than it currently does, with
different instruments being communicated through
different channels and different institutions. Fi-
nally, the platform would be an important tool for
civic education as it would create the possibility to
show the vibrancy and the functioning of European
democracy in an accessible format.

(4) Leaping ahead: digital potential plus new
participation formats

Modern citizen participation needs stronger
digital components. These can enhance the vis-
ibility and effectiveness of existing instruments
by bringing them to new audiences, making use
of social media. Petitions and European Citizens’
Initiatives, for example, could gain the support of
larger numbers of citizens more quickly through
targeted social media campaigns, while organis-
ers could coordinate online wherever they live in
Europe. The recent boom in video conferencing
triggered by the Corona pandemic has shown that
transnational exchange in different languages is
increasingly feasible.

However, experience with the Commission’s
public consultations and, most recently, the rath-
er disappointing participation of citizens in the
multilingual online platform for the Conference

13
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on the Future of Europe,* have shown that sim-
ply providing digital participation formats does
not suffice. There must be an added value in the
digital mix for every citizen: something for those
who want to deal intensively with a subject and
contribute with their personal expertise, as well as
for those who want to quickly feed their opinion
into a discussion process.

At the same time, the increased use of new for-
mats, such as citizens’ assemblies, can show a
way forward in making citizen participation in
the EU more representative, transnational, and
deliberative. Such initiatives have been tested in
many parts of Europe, as well as in the context
of the Conference on the Future of Europe. These
experiments at the national and European level
can help to further improve and extend the EU’s
current participation toolbox. But a number of
questions need to be addressed and answered in
this context: How can these innovative formats
be (better) integrated into existing political de-
cision-making processes? Are there possibilities
beyond a purely ad hoc use of these formats? How
can the EP , collectively or through its individual
committees, use citizens’ assemblies? When is it
appropriate for the European Commission to con-
vene them? Does this format solve problems that
could not previously be solved at the European
level? Who has the authority to initiate, and who
is accountable for the results that citizens jointly
produce?

The debate on the possible institutionalisation of
citizens’ assemblies has only just begun in the
context of the Conference on the Future of Eu-
rope. The addition of new instruments to the EU’s
participation toolbox could pave the way towards
making citizen participation more transnational,
representative, and deliberative. However, one
needs to ask how the establishment of new instru-
ments would be linked to existing instruments and
what impact they would have on the EU’s overall
participation infrastructure.

(5) Creating momentum: cultural change
and more political will from Brussels and
national capitals

Increasing and improving citizen participation is
no longer merely a marginal note in Brussels. The

debate about participatory democracy at the EU lev-
el has intensified, but EU institutions and member
states are yet to change their basic understanding
of participation from a ‘nice to have’ to a structural
feature of EU democracy. They need to overcome
their hesitations or even fears if they want EU de-
mocracy to adapt to the needs and developments
of the 215t century. The results of our eupinions
survey clearly show that citizens want to be more
involved in European policymaking, and the EU and
its member states should respond to their call.

However, one of the key problems here relates to
the fact that we lack a common understanding of
the nature, potential and different formats of cit-
izen participation. Even the experts consulted for
this study do not have a common understanding of
the concept of deliberation. While many politicians
in the context of the Conference on the Future
of Europe talk about the need for new forms of
participation, there still seems to be very little
concrete knowledge among national and Europe-
an policymakers about their potential added value
and about how these formats can work in practice.
No one can expect this to change overnight. But
to strengthen individual participation instruments
and the participation infrastructure, more political
leadership is needed in the EU institutions.

Most of the EU’s participation instruments relate
to the European Commission or the European Par-
liament. These two institutions are thus the focus
when it comes to developing a more coherent EU
participation infrastructure. However, to achieve
real and significant progress, the member states
also need to be involved and convinced that the
future of EU democracy depends on the ability
of the Union and its member states to enhance
and extend the possibilities for more effective and
continuous participation by European citizens in
EU policymaking. Without the willingness of the
member states, or at least a majority of them, it
will be difficult to achieve the cultural change nec-
essary to enhance the impact of EU participation
instruments. In other words, member states need
to have a stronger buy-in. They should endorse
and help to drive the process of moving democra-
cy to another level by strengthening the Union’s
citizen participation toolbox as a complementary
add-on to the representative dimension of EU
democracy.



Introduction

One of the key promises of democracy is the
“participation of the governed in government”,!
in other words, the voices of citizens should
be reflected in political affairs. But democratic
systems almost everywhere are challenged by
the perception that people are not sufficiently
involved and cannot influence politics effectively.
In many European countries, we can observe deep
frustrations with political representatives and
conventional political processes. The same applies
to the European Union. ‘Brussels’ is frequently
portrayed as a synonym for elite-driven politics.2
Many citizens see Europeanisation as a process in
which they are not involved, and feel that they do
not have enough of a chance to co-determine the
outcome of political processes.

Democracy depends on active citizens’ engage-
ment. Without citizens’ support, without their
participation in elections and public discourse,
and without active dialogue between governments
and citizens, no form of democracy can prosper.
Whether at a local, national, or European level,
democracy requires constant support, adjustments
and re-adjustments. Even at the national level,
maintaining a vibrant democracy has become
increasingly difficult. Citizens are not always en-
thusiastic about democratic participation: some
are disillusioned with traditional forms of par-
ticipation, some seek new forms of participation
or protest, and others retreat from the political
space all together. At the European level there
are additional challenges, including the perceived
political remoteness of EU institutions, the lack of
a European demos and the absence of a common
European lingua franca, the focus of the media
and the public on national rather than European
discourses, and the complexity of the EU’s deci-
sion-making processes. Given these challenges,
democracies at all levels must be modernised and
adapted to the needs of the 215t century.

The idea that free and fair elections are no longer
enough, that “representative democracy does not
necessarily satisfy the citizenries” anymore,3 has
sparked a considerable interest in innovative forms
of citizen participation building a “deliberative
wave” .4 Innovative forms of participation and de-
liberation are increasingly gaining ground around
the world.> This trend has seen - inter alia — the
emergence of open-source participatory solutions
at the local level (like Decidim Barcelona),b a surge
in citizens’ assemblies at the national level (such
as in Ireland)? and the proliferation of deliberative
experiments at the European level (for example,
the European Citizens’ Consultations, or the
European Citizens’ Panels in the context of the
Conference on the Future of Europe).

Classical liberal conceptions of democracy tend
to emphasise representation and largely overlook
more direct forms of citizen participation.® But
representation through elections alone can open
a gap between the diversity and complexity of
citizens’ demands and the political decisions tak-
en.? As with the European Parliament, where one
member accounts for roughly three quarters of a
million citizens (more than the population of the
two smallest EU member states, Luxembourg and
Malta), representation cannot by itself reflect the
whole diversity of ideas or satisfy the increasing
demands of European voters to get more involved
in policymaking processes.

Furthermore, cleavages in public opinion are less
and less reflected in electoral preferences and
are increasingly shaped outside the formal party
system.° This issue is particularly pronounced at
the European level, where citizens vote for their
national parties in EP elections, which are then
represented by their European counterparts in the
European Parliament. Thus, it is difficult to see a
direct connection between individual citizens and
European party preferences.

15
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Citizen participation also has an important ed-
ucational value.®* Through participation, citizens
learn to interact effectively with one another and
with political institutions and processes, gaining
insights into the mechanics of European policy-
making, which is often portrayed as complicated
and opaque.'? It can also help to keep the power of
representatives in check, pressuring them to make
decisions with the views and concerns of citizens
in mind which, in turn, enables less arbitrary and
more informed policymaking.13

Rhetorically, the European Commission demon-
strates awareness of the importance of citizen
participation, as seen in its Democracy Action
Plan: “A healthy democracy relies on citizen en-
gagement and an active civil society, not only at
election time, but all the time.”% In practice, the
increasing need to involve citizens in politics be-
yond elections becomes particularly urgent when
considering the growing influence of EU decisions
on citizens’ daily lives. From travel to healthcare,
from the price of agricultural products to working
time, from fighting against the Corona pandemic
to the green and digital transition, every person
in the European Union is affected by EU decisions.
A Union with such strong impact on its citizens
requires democratic consent if it is to maintain
and increase its profile.

Public approval for the European integration pro-
ject relies on people feeling that they have real
power to shape the Union’s policy outcomes and
future. To foster such a perception, the Union has
to evolve and become more open and accessible
— in a variety of ways — to citizens’ input and
influence. Article 10 of the Treaty on European
Union (TEU) stipulates that the Union is founded
on representative democracy (Article 10.1) via the
elections to the European Parliament (Article 10.2).
But the Union’s primary law also states that every
citizen has the right to participate in the demo-
cratic life of the Union (Article 10.3). In addition,
Article 11.1 TEU goes even further, stressing that
all EU institutions should provide citizens with the
opportunity to publicly exchange their views on all
areas of Union action.

Over time, the European Communities and later
the European Union have certainly made multi-
ple attempts to better connect with citizens. In

its first decades, European integration followed
a corporatist tradition, involving citizens only
through interest groups and associations. The ‘in-
dividual citizen’ was rather side-lined, except for
the right to vote in European elections every five
years since 1979, and the right to petition from the
very beginning of European integration. But then
gradually, and more quickly in recent years, new
procedures and instruments have been developed,
tested and introduced, giving citizens new avenues
to participate in European policymaking. Citizens
can now turn to the Ombudsman, participate in
Citizens’ Dialogues, take part in public consulta-
tions, launch a European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI),
and most recently, participate in the Conference
on the Future of Europe.

Today, the EU has a plethora of individual instru-
ments in its participation toolbox. Instruments
such as the European Citizens’ Initiative, the
European Ombudsman or the right to vote in
European elections are directly connected with
European citizenship rights and were introduced
via multiple treaty changes over the past decades.
Petitions to parliaments are already well-tested
and long-standing elements of most democratic
systems. Others, like the Citizens’ Dialogues, are
newer and still being developed. Some tools are
established in the EU Treaties or via regulations,
while others, like the European Citizens’ Consul-
tations, have a less formal basis. By design, each
of these instruments allows for a different kind
of participation, with different strengths and
weaknesses.

But how well do these instruments achieve their
goals? Are they sufficiently known to citizens? Do
they have a clear, strong and traceable impact on
European decision-making? Do they collectively
make the EU more participatory in the eyes of
citizens?

This study sets out to assess the state of insti-
tutionalised forms of citizen participation in the
EU. It evaluates the Union’s participation instru-
ments and its overall participatory system. It finds
that citizen participation at the European level is
a patchwork of disconnected instruments that
lack political support. For citizen participation
to become a more integral and effective part of
EU policymaking, these instruments should be
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organised in a shared hub that provides guidance
for citizens on how and where to participate; they
should collectively aim to advance shared criteria
of good participation and they should enjoy polit-
ical support. To establish such an infrastructure,
three gaps need to be bridged. The first is an
awareness gap, as EU citizens want to participate
effectively but feel that they have little opportunity
to do so and are often not aware of the participa-
tion opportunities provided in the EU. The second
is a performance gap, revealing that most existing

EU participation instruments could function more
effectively. The third is a political commitment
gap between the EU’s high-flown rhetoric of a
citizens’ Europe and the political reality in which
citizen participation is neither well known nor
taken seriously enough by European and national
decision makers. The study puts forward ideas and
recommendations for how to close these gaps and
develop a more visible, comprehensive, coherent,
and effective participation infrastructure.

The approach of this study

This study examines seven EU participation in-
struments, and their individual and collective
performance. The instruments are selected on the
grounds that they are institutionalised, i.e. that
they have a formal or legal basis, that they allow
individual citizens to engage with the EU and that
they at least have the possibility of influencing EU
policymaking.

The seven participation instruments are analysed
in two ways. First, each instrument is assessed
according to its own stated objectives. This pro-
vides an indication of what the instrument was
set up to do and how it performs in relation to
its own yardsticks. This part of the analysis has
the advantage of remaining very close to the
instrument’s actual aims and their given role in
the institutional system. The disadvantage of this
approach is that it neither provides an indication
of how each instrument compares to the others,
nor how the set of instruments could make up a
coherent participatory system.

Thus, the second part of the analysis of each
individual participation instrument refers to six
criteria of good participation, based on aspects
that should be present in the overall participatory
system. With these criteria, we describe the indi-
vidual instruments and evaluate their contribution
to the participatory system as a whole. The crite-

ria cover several core dimensions of democratic
legitimacy, particularly that of perception (the
criterion of visibility), that of process (the criteria
of accessibility, transnationality, deliberativeness
and representativeness) and that of output (the
criterion of impact).’>

The criteria are built on the assumption that any
functioning participatory system at the EU level
needs to include each of these aspects to have
a high level of democratic legitimacy. Of course,
individual instruments do not necessarily seek
to maximise all criteria all the time, be it for
reasons of their inherent design or the political
context in which they operate. Nevertheless, each
criterion is still relevant in understanding each
instrument, as it can expose precisely where and
why certain design choices and political decisions
were made.

The first criterion, visibility, refers to how well-
known the instrument is among the wider public.
If citizens are to participate in European politics,
they need to know about their options. Even the
most perfectly designed instrument will not
be used if it remains unknown. A more visible in-
strument is also likely to be used more frequently,
meaning that there will be more input from citi-
zens in general, and people will have a better idea
of what they can do to participate.

17
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Relevant research questions related to an instru-
ment’s visibility are: What is the level of aware-
ness about the instrument’s existence among the
European population? Do European citizens know
how the instrument works and what effect it may
have? Is the instrument covered in the media?
Does the EU actively communicate about the in-
strument?

Accessibility considers the ease with which
the instrument can be used by citizens, how
‘user-friendly’ it is, whether there are barriers
to participation and whether sufficient resources
are allocated to enable participation. An accessi-
ble instrument is one that everyone who wishes
to participate can use. An instrument may be
open to use by all, or its use may be deliberately
restricted, for example by being invitation-only.
But instruments that aim to be open but are not

easily accessible for many citizens can create par-
ticipation biases, favouring individuals or groups
with better means and more capacity to make their
voices heard.

Relevant research questions related to an in-
strument’s accessibility are: How simple and
straightforward is it to use the instrument? How
easy is it to receive information and advice related
to the use of the instrument? Are there personal
requirements or other barriers to participation?
What support structures are in place to aid access,
if any?

Representativeness examines the degree of diver-
sity of the group of citizens participating in the
instrument, specifically the extent to which the
demographic profile of the group of participants
matches that of the wider European population.

FIGURE 5 Seven EU participation instruments

Direct and EU-wide elections
of Members of the European
Parliament by the
EU’s citizenry.

Public consultations organised by

the European Commission online,

inviting citizens and stakeholders

to provide feedback on EU policy
at various stages.

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE
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An instrument enabling an
initiative by at least one million
EU citizens to call upon the
European Commission
to propose legislation.

Town-hall meetings organised
by the European Commission
where citizens can talk
directly with Commissioners
or other EU officials.

The right of any EU citizen or EU
resident to submit a petition to
the European Parliament that
comes within the European
Union'’s fields of activity and which
affects them directly.

Consultations at EU level through
an online survey and a Citizens’
Panel, and at national level
through Citizens’ Dialogues,
organised by the Council in 2018.

Source: own illustration

An independent EU institution
that investigates complaints
about maladministration by EU
institutions or other EU bodies,
lodged by EU citizens and
residents or undertaken on its
own account.

| BertelsmannStiftung
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FIGURE 6 Six criteria of good participation

Q

'4

Visibility
The extent to which the public at
large knows about the
instrument.

Accessibility

The ease with which the
instrument can be used by
individual citizens.

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

An instrument that is approximately representa-
tive is likely to reflect the views of the European
population as a whole. A non-representative in-
strument, meanwhile, may allow for the expres-
sion of particular views or interests but does not
necessarily provide any information about how
widely that view is shared across different demo-
graphics. Credible participation must therefore
reflect the EU’s diversity: if only a relatively nar-
row audience (such as the highly educated pro-EU
‘usual suspects’) is engaged, greater participation
does not neccesarily lead to more democratic le-
gitimacy. An instrument that attempts to control
for representativeness will likely not be open to
all, meaning there is a trade-off between repre-
sentativeness and accessibility.

Relevant research questions related to an in-
strument’s representativeness are: Who uses the
participation instrument? Are different societal
groups represented among the participants? Are
certain groups of citizens implicitly or explicitly
excluded from participation? If so, why?

Representativeness

The extent to which the citizens
using the instrument reflect the
public at large.

Deliberativeness

The extent to which the
instrument involves interaction
and reflection.

Source: owniillustration

Transnationality

The extent to which the
instrument increases cross-border
interaction, debate and awareness.

©

Impact

The extent to which the instrument
increases citizens’ influence on EU
decision-making processes.

| BertelsmannStiftung

Deliberativeness looks at the extent to which
the instrument involves interactive and reflec-
tive communication among citizens and/or with
policymakers, experts and stakeholders. Delib-
eration, meaning giving and responding to rea-
sons and arriving at a collective decision,® is a
concept that is trending across Europe’s political
discussion circles. It allows for learning, refining
demands and solutions, and potentially better
decision-making. Encouraging debate may also
be considered desirable in itself, for example for
its role in agenda-setting.

Relevant research questions related to an instru-
ment’s deliberativeness are: Does the instru-
ment allow for an open exchange of ideas and
viewpoints among citizens? Does the instrument
enable citizens to consult and interact with poli-
cymakers, experts and other relevant stakehold-
ers? Does the instrument facilitate reflection and
learning among the citizens participating? Does
the instrument facilitate the provision of feedback
to citizens?

19



Under Construction: Ci

tizen Participation in the European Union

Transnationality refers to the extent to which
the instrument leads to cross-border interaction,
debate, and awareness, and whether it manages to
bring together citizens from different countries.
This is what makes citizen participation European:
while national citizen participation is supposed to
steer national debates, European citizen participa-
tion should steer transnational debates.

Relevant research questions related to an instru-
ment’s transnationality are: Does the instrument
feature any specific transnational requirements?
Does the instrument foster interaction and debate
between citizens and other stakeholders across
member state borders? Does the instrument con-
tribute to the development of a European identity
or awareness of EU-wide issues?

The final criterion, impact, examines the outcome
of using the instrument. In particular, it refers to
the extent to which the instrument increases cit-
izens’ influence on EU decision-making process-
es, whether their input results in concrete policy
changes, and whether they are taken seriously by

political decision makers; it may also cover more
informal aspects of output, such as influence on
a political debate or institutional culture. Par-
ticipation instruments without impact are not
participation instruments, but merely forms of
political communication or deliberation without
outcome. Those who participate but do not see that
their involvement has (at least potentially) some
effect and impact will be frustrated and less likely
to participate in the future.

Relevant research questions related to an instru-
ment’s impact are: Does the instrument produce
concrete output that decision makers can follow up
on? Has the use of the instrument resulted in any
direct, demonstrable impact on EU decision-mak-
ing? Has the instrument had any indirect impact
on EU decision-making or institutional culture?

The analysis of participation instruments and the
overall participatory system is based on a mul-
ti-method approach combining different sources
of data:

FIGURE 7 The approach of this study - analysing the EU’s participatory system

EU participatory system

- European Parliament elections

- European Citizens' Initiative

- Petitions to the European Parliament

- European Ombudsman
- Public consultations

- Citizens’ Dialogues

- European Citizens’ Consultations

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

Six criteria of good
participation

- Visibility

- Accessibility

- Representativeness
- Deliberativeness

- Transnationality

- Impact

The participation
instruments’ own
stated objectives

Source: own illustration

'd N\
eupinions Instrument-specific
representative analysis
population survey
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Expert survey Overarching
among 59 leading EU findings and
democracy experts recommendations

AN J
Interviews

with 41 policymakers
and instrument experts

Literature
EU primary sources,
law, commentaries
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A representative EU population survey conducted
by eupinions, which is the Bertelsmann Stiftung’s
EU survey tool. The Europe-wide data is collected
and analysed by Dalia Research. For this study, a
survey was conducted in March 2020. The data are
representative for the EU as a whole, as well as
for seven individual EU member states (Belgium,
Spain, Germany, France, Italy, Netherlands, and
Poland). Specific questions and data tables can be
found in the annex.

An expert survey of 59 leading European de-
mocracy experts. The survey mirrors the study
design, asking each expert to evaluate the seven
EU participation instruments and the participa-
tory system through the analytical lens of the
study, i.e. the six criteria of good participation.
Through several questions based on a four-point
scale, experts evaluated the extent to which the
instruments fulfil their own stated objectives, and
assessed them on the basis of the six criteria. In
addition, experts were asked to assess the overall
state of EU citizen participation.

Qualitative semi-structured interviews with 41
policymakers and instrument experts. These
interviews provided deeper insights into the func-
tioning and performance of the individual partic-
ipation instruments. Interviews were conducted
with politicians, officials from the EU institutions
and bodies, think tankers, academic experts in EU
participation, as well as NGO activists. For each
instrument, at least five interviewees representing
different perspectives were identified. Each inter-
view lasted around 45 minutes and was conducted
in a semi-structured fashion. The interviews took
place between September 2019 and April 2021.
All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and
systematically coded.

EU primary sources, law, and academic literature.
To complement the findings from the above-men-
tioned data collection, the relevant EU legal texts
and literature in the form of academic articles,
think tank and NGO publications were analysed
for each instrument.

The study is structured in two parts:

Part 1 presents the key overall findings of our re-
search. It starts with the main results of the rep-
resentative EU-population poll (“eupinions”) and
the Europe-wide expert survey conducted for the
purpose of this study. It then presents the study’s
main findings in relation to the criteria of good
participation and deduces three main gaps that
need to be bridged to develop EU citizen partici-
pation into a coherent participation infrastructure.
Finally, part 1 presents several key recommenda-
tions for how participation can be improved and
how the three gaps could be addressed at the EU
level.

Part 2 takes a closer look at each of the seven
instruments. We analyse in detail the European
Parliament elections, the European Citizens’
Initiative, petitions to the European Parliament,
the European Ombudsman, public consultations,
Citizens’ Dialogues, and European Citizens’ Con-
sultations.

This study is a collective endeavour of the Ber-
telsmann Stiftung and the European Policy Centre.
Both organisations jointly conceived the research
design and conducted the research together.
Dominik Hierlemann and Stefan Roch are the
lead authors of Part 1 of this study, with input
provided by Paul Butcher, Janis A. Emmanouilidis
and Corina Stratulat. In Part 2, Paul Butcher took
the lead on the chapters on the European elec-
tions, Citizens’ Dialogues, public consultations,
and European Citizens’ Consultations. Dominik
Hierlemann, Maarten de Groot and Stefan Roch
took the lead on the chapter on the European Cit-
izens’ Initiative. The lead author of the chapter on
petitions to the European Parliament is Maarten
de Groot. The chapter on the European Ombuds-
man was led by Stefan Roch.
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|. What EU citizens and democracy

experts think:
survey results

24

What do Europeans think about citizen participation? How do experts look at
and evaluate the existing participation instruments in the EU? To find out, we

conducted two distinct surveys. On the one hand, we used the Bertelsmann

Stiftung’s representative EU population survey (eupinions) to ask European

citizens about their expectations, knowledge and experience of citizen

participation in the EU. On the other hand, we conducted a survey among

59 academic EU democracy experts to explore how the academic community

perceives the seven EU participation instruments studied, and the EU’s

participation system as a whole.

1. You aren't always on my mind: results from
an EU-wide survey on participation in the EU

In the landscape of political participation, the EU remains a terra incognita for most people. Four out of five
Europeans want to have a bigger say in EU decision-making. But many find it far too difficult to participate
and are unsure whether their engagement would make a difference. If at all, voting is the way Europeans
participate in European politics. Other participation instruments are rarely used.

Voiceless: more than half of EU
citizens think their voice does not
count

For a democracy to be legitimate, citizens need to
feel that their voice is heard. When asked whether
they think that their voice counts in the European
Union, a majority of people respond in the nega-
tive. 54 percent either tend to or totally disagree
with the statement, “My voice counts in the Eu-
ropean Union”. Only 12 percent of respondents

fully agreed with this statement. However, there
are considerable differences between countries.
In Germany, the majority of respondents feel that
their voice is heard in Europe. In Poland, responses
are more or less tied. In the other member states,
however, the tendency is similar: there is always
a slight majority that does not feel heard. Italy is
a particularly striking example, with around 65
percent of respondents feeling that their voice
does not count in the EU. There are no considera-
ble differences in terms of levels of education and
gender, yet when we look at age, we see some var-
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iation. Younger respondents were more positive
regarding whether their voice counts in compari-
son to older generations, particularly respondents
between 41 and 60.

Lack of belief in their power to make a
difference and lack of knowledge are
key factors preventing citizens from
participating

Except for elections, most EU participation instru-
ments are not used in great numbers by the wider
European public. What holds citizens back from
using these instruments more frequently? Our
survey points to a combination of factors. Almost
a third of all participants cited a lack of knowl-
edge and a belief that their involvement would not
make a difference as factors holding them back
from participating. Thus, knowledge about the
EU and its policies, as well as an understanding
of the importance and impact of one’s own voice,
are key elements holding back European citizens’
motivation to participate.

Nevertheless, results suggest that European citi-
zens do not take political participation lightly and
in fact regard participation in European politics as
a civic duty. Only 17 percent of respondents do not
believe that it is necessary for them to participate
and less than 20 percent believe that being polit-
ically active is too complicated and burdensome.

FIGURE 8 More than half of EU citizens think
their voice does not count

Inpercent My voice counts in the European Union

46

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE | BertelsmannStiftung

Striking variations are evident across countries: in
Italy, one of the EU’s founding nations, as in Spain,
a high number of respondents say they know too
little about the EU (34 percent). In France, the pro-
portion of those who say they are not interested in
the EU (28 percent) and/or find European politics
too complicated (23 percent) is higher than in any
other member state. Poles, who are otherwise
generally pro-European, believe more than any-
one else asked that it makes no difference whether

FIGURE 9 Lack of knowledge and belief in their power to make a difference prevent citizens from

participating

Inpercent  What, if anything, is it that holds you back from participating more in European politics?

I don’t believe that it will make enough of a difference
I don’t know enough about European politics

I’'m not interested enough in European politics

| find it too complicated and burdensome

I don’t have enough time

| don't believe it is necessary for me to participate more

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE
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Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020
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FIGURE 10 Citizens have a vague idea of their participation rights in the EU

Inpercent  Which of the following is true? EU citizens can ...

-votein European Pariament lectons. Y

... submit a petition to the European Parliament.
...vote in an EU-wide referendum on EU legislation.

... elect my country’s EU Commissioner.

... give feedback on EU policies.
:

...start a European Citizens’ Initiative
... elect the President of the European Commission.

... participate in a European Citizens’ Senate.

M Existing instrument

Fictional instrument

We asked citizens to spot existing EU participation instruments among eight different options.

Four were existing instruments; the other four were fictional.

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

they participate or not (38 percent). Germans state
far more than all other respondents that they do
not have enough time for more active participation
in EU politics (26 percent).

Despite the differences, there is not one single
overriding reason that keeps citizens from mak-
ing use of the different participation channels.
Europeans are aware of the importance of their
own participation but are not very active. The
claim often reported in the media! that the EU is
too complicated and difficult for citizens to un-
derstand is neither the only, nor the main reason
for low participation. Nevertheless, only those
who believe they understand EU politics, at least
in part, and who are convinced of the impact of
their own actions, will participate actively in the
long term.

Europeans have arather vague idea
about their participation rights within
the EU

How much do citizens know about their participa-
tion opportunities? To find out, we asked citizens
to spot existing EU participation instruments
among eight different options, four of which ex-
isted, while four were fictional.

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

| BertelsmannStiftung

The overwhelming majority of respondents have
only a vague idea about their participation rights
and opportunities. Half of the respondents know
they can vote in elections to the European Parlia-
ment, which is surprisingly low. Only 28 percent
were able to identify the possibility of submitting
a petition to the European Parliament and even
fewer pointed to the European Citizens’ Initiative.
At the same time, the results also indicate that
there are no serious misconceptions about par-
ticipation opportunities for citizens in the EU. In
Germany, for example, all four correct answers
received most of the votes.

Voting is the main way Europeans
participate in European politics.
Other participation formats are
rarely used

When citizens participate at the EU level, they do
so predominantly through European elections.
Half of our respondents stated that they had
participated in European elections. All other par-
ticipation instruments score around 10 percent or
less. Actual participation is likely to be even lower.
For example, around 10 million signatures have
been collected for various European Citizens’ Ini-
tiatives to date. Even if these signatures came from



I. What EU citizens and democracy experts think: survey results

FIGURE 11 Most participation instruments are rarely used except for European elections

In percent

Voted in European Parliament elections
Signed a petition to the European Parliament
Signed a European Citizens’ Initiative

Filled out an EU online public consultation

Joined a Citizens’ Dialogue or
a European Citizens’ Consultation

Contacted an EU institution or EU politician
Contacted the European Ombudsman

None of the above

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

around 10 million different citizens, it would only
represent roughly two percent of the EU popula-
tion (according to data collected by the ECI cam-
paign). Overall, 35 percent of respondents state
that they have never used any of the participation
instruments mentioned. Direct participation in
EU politics essentially takes place via European
elections. All other participation formats and in-
struments reach only a rather small fraction of the
overall population.

6]

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

Which of the following, if any, have you ever done?

53
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Four out of five Europeans want
to have a bigger say in EU decision-
making

Since institutionalised political participation
opportunities in the EU are underused and not
well known, are citizens actually interested in
participating in EU politics? To find out, we asked
respondents to imagine two people discussing Eu-

FIGURE 12 Four out of five Europeans want to have a bigger say in EU decision-making

Imagine you witness two people
discussing European politics on the street.
Whom would you rather agree with?

“The EU is complex. That is
why EU decision-making
should be left to experts

and politicians.”

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

“The EU affects my daily
life. That is why citizens
should have a bigger say in
EU decision-making.”

| BertelsmannStiftung
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FIGURE 13 Citizens find it more difficult to participate on the EU level than nationally or locally

In percent How easy or difficult is it for you to participate in ...

B Easy Difficult | don’t know

EU politics
national politics
local politics

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

ropean politics, with one favouring an EU driven
entirely by experts and politicians and the other
arguing for more participation by citizens.

78 percent of respondents believe that citizens
should have a bigger say. Only 22 percent would
give experts and politicians more power. Clearly,
citizens want to be involved more in EU deci-
sion-making and not leave it to technocrats. There
is little variation among countries. Only Dutch
respondents were considerably more in favour
of leaving decision-making to experts, with 34
percent choosing that answer. Polish respond-
ents on the other hand turned out to be the most
determined to give citizens a bigger say, with 83
percent choosing that option. Overall, the older
respondents are, the more they want to have a say
(70 percent among the youngest cohort, compared
to 83 percent of the oldest cohort).

Brussels, it's complicated: citizens
find it more difficult to participate in
EU politics than nationally or locally

The larger the political entity, the further away the
site of participation and its institutions, the more
difficult Europeans find it to participate in politics.
46 percent of all respondents consider it easy to
participate in local politics, whereas 28 percent say
this of national politics, and only 15 percent of EU
politics. 71 percent find it difficult to participate
in EU politics, compared to only 40 percent at the
local level.

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

| BertelsmannStiftung

Results in Italy and France particularly stand
out. Around three quarters of Italian and French
respondents consider participation in European
politics to be difficult and only a tenth consider it
easy. This suggests that the EU has a participation
problem in its founding members France and Italy.
Most of its citizens feel disconnected from the EU.

Though the EU’s approval ratings may have risen
again recently,? citizens at large do not regard the
EU as a political project that is open to their active
participation. Brussels seems far away, much fur-
ther than their home countries and hometowns.

This assessment holds across all population
groups. No matter what educational background
citizens have, no matter whether they live in the
countryside or in the city, no matter their gender
or age: local politics is more accessible, easier to
influence and easier to participate in than national
politics. In the landscape of political participation,
the EU remains a terra incognita for most people.
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2. Unfulfilled potential: what EU democracy
experts see and say

EU democracy and citizen participation have long been the subject of academic research and debate.
How do researchers evaluate EU citizen participation? Where do they see strengths and weaknesses?

Where do they think adjustments are needed? To find out, we conducted a survey among 59 EU democracy

experts from all over Europe. It provides insights into the state of the EU’s participatory system and its

instruments. The results show that although the right instruments are in place, they do not function as they

should, lacking visibility, representativeness, and impact in particular.

Good instruments that lack support

When asked about the state of the EU’s partic-
ipatory system, the experts provide a nuanced
interpretation. On the one hand, there is a high
level of consensus that the right instruments
are in place. Only a minority of experts disagree.
Considering the seven instruments studied, the
EU does indeed have a diverse portfolio of par-
ticipation instruments at its disposal. It has a
representation-based instrument in the European
elections; it has a complaints-based instrument in

the European Ombudsman; it has consultations;
it has debate-based instruments in the Citizens’
Dialogues and European Citizens’ Consultations,
and it has the European Citizens’ Initiative and
petitions to the European Parliament, both of
which involve submitting requests directly to
institutions. In terms of variety, the EU can cer-
tainly match many of its member states when it
comes to citizen participation. Yet variety is not
enough in itself. The experts are nearly unanimous
in their opinion that these instruments are both
insufficiently known among the EU’s population,

FIGURE 14 Expert opinions on the quality of the participatory system

In percent

1. Instruments in place

2. Functioning of instruments

3. Knowledge and usage of instruments
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4. EU institutions successful in facilitating participation

Disagree Tend to disagree . Tend to agree . Agree

Extent to which experts agree to the following statements:

1. The appropriate instruments for citizen participation at EU level are in place.

2. The existing EU participation instruments function as they should.

3. The existing EU participation instruments are sufficiently known and used.

4. Allthings considered, the EU institutions are successful in facilitating citizen participation.
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and insufficiently used. Three quarters of the
respondents believe that the instruments are not
working well and could function better.

Overall, most of the experts agree that the EU is
not successful in effectively facilitating citizen
participation. The most notable message emerg-
ing from the experts’ responses is that there is
a gap between the EU’s actual performance in
terms of citizen participation and its performance
potential. For a majority of the experts, the right
instruments are in place. Up until now, despite
having the right instruments at its disposal, the
EU has failed to make them well known and ensure
that they are used.

For most instruments, best practices exist in
several countries or regions. In Latvia, the citi-
zens’ initiative ManaBalss.lv is changing national
politics. In Spain, the Ombudsman is playing a
key role in protecting individual rights. In com-
parison, the EU’s participation instruments do
not fare well. Underperformance is not the fault
of the instruments, as national examples demon-
strate. In order to function properly, participation
instruments require political will and credibility.
Only instruments that produce results, that are
effectively incorporated into the political process,
will motivate citizens to participate in EU politics.

FIGURE 15 An expert assessment of the EU’s participatory system
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The scores in the table are the mean of the answers provided by the experts for each instrument and criterion.
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The average score at the edges of the table is the mean of the scores in the respective row or column.
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I. What EU citizens and democracy experts think: survey results

Elections are still the participation
frontrunner

The experts see a considerable gap between the
European elections and all other instruments. At
a time when new participation instruments are
widely discussed in public, it remains clear to the
academic community that elections must receive
the highest scores among all other instruments
of participation. They are more visible, more ac-
cessible, more representative and have by far the
greatest impact. To a large extent, citizen partic-
ipation in the EU is synonymous with European
elections.

However, there are some instruments that have
their own perks, at least in some respects. The ECI
stands out in terms of transnationality, mainly
due to its unique selling point as the EU’s first
truly transnational participation instrument. The
ECI’s requirement to involve a certain number of
citizens from different member states is highly
effective in making it a truly European instru-
ment. Considering that casting a vote is the most
basic form of participation, it is not surprising
that experts consider the elections highly acces-
sible. However, the European Ombudsman and
petitions to the European Parliament also receive
high scores in this regard. Meanwhile, petitions
are not always very accessible at a national level,
with some countries requiring that citizens find a
parliamentary sponsor for their cause. On the EU
level, drafting and sending a petition is relatively
straight-forward in comparison.

Deliberativeness is the only criterion on which
elections are rated relatively poorly, suggesting
that most respondents are not convinced that
previous elections created sufficient buzz and
reflective debate among citizens. Yet we see rela-
tively high scores on deliberativeness for Citizens’
Dialogues and the European Citizens’ Consulta-
tions. These two instruments are a good indication
that the “deliberative wave”3 has not left the EU
untouched. It is important to note, however, that
the two most deliberative instruments are also
considered to have the lowest impact. This indi-
cates that currently effective deliberation, open
debate between citizens and politicians, does not
lead to substantial policy change.

FIGURE 16 Experts agree most on visibility and elections, and least
on deliberativeness and the Ombudsman

Variance in the experts’ takes on the performance of EU participation.

Variance in the experts’
criteriaratings

Experts agree most strongly in
their evaluation of visibility and
the least on deliberativeness.

Variance in the experts’
instrument ratings

Experts agree more strongly in
their evaluation of the
European elections and the
least in their evaluation of the
Ombudsman.

Lower
variance

Visibility

European Parliament elections

),
® e

Citizens’ Dialogues

0.69

European Citizens’ Initiative

Policy Impact

0.68

Representativeness

0.69

European Citizens’ Consultations

0.70

Public consultations

0.72

Petitions to the EP

0.76

European Ombudsman

0.70

Accessibility

0.74

Transnationality

0.78

Deliberativeness

Higher
variance

In this graph variance is represented by the standard deviation of all relevant scores.
The standard deviation indicates how much the expert scores vary from the mean.
The smaller the standard deviation, the closer the scores are to the mean.

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung/EPC expert survey

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE | BertelsmannStiftung

31



Under Construction: Citizen Participation in the European Union

32

The experts rate representativeness as particularly
low. Making participation more diverse is a key
challenge for the European Union. The phenome-
non of the EU bubble is well known and influences
the participation instruments, as actual partici-
pants are predominantly well-educated, pro-EU
and often closely tied to EU circles. As a result, for
most instruments participants do not reflect the
EU’s population in all its diversity.

In terms of visibility and impact, it is striking that
EU democracy experts rate both criteria as nearly
identical on each instrument. The ECI, the Citizens’
Dialogues and the European Citizens Consultations
have the same scores on both criteria; scores are
only marginally different for the elections and
petitions. Both criteria are indeed connected. The
European Citizens’ Consultations for example were
hardly known across Europe and as a result could be
easly ignored by decision makers. The fact that most
other instruments are simply not on the radar of
the average European hampers their propensity for
policy change considerably. The notable exception
is public consultations, in which organised interests
participate side-by-side with European citizens,
feeding into older, still more established processes
of stakeholder- and interest-based participation in
European politics.

Deliberation and transnationality:
disagreement among democracy
experts reveals participation
challenges

As much as the experts’ average evaluation is
telling, there are considerable lessons to be learnt
from the extent to which respondents agree and
disagree with each other. When it comes to the
criteria of visibility and impact, there is substan-
tial agreement. This underlines the observation
that the assessment that most instruments are
not very visible and do not have much impact is
widely shared. The biggest variance among expert
opinions exists for deliberativeness. This may
point to a difference in assessment, but also to
a difference in understanding of the criterion of
deliberativeness, despite the fact that a definition
was provided. Experts with a stricter definition of
deliberation may have given Citizens’ Dialogues

and the European Citizens’ Consultations the low-
est rating. Experts with a more lenient definition
of deliberation may have given the same instru-
ments much higher ratings, in stark contrast
to their peers. The same applies to the experts’
assessment of the transnationality criterion where
similar variance can be observed.

In terms of the instruments, there is considera-
ble disagreement among experts when it comes
to judging the Ombudsman, much less than for
example the European elections. The differences
in assessment may point to the difficulties experts
faced in analysing the Ombudsman, commonly
understood through a legal lens, from a partici-
pation perspective.

Most of all, the existence of disagreement among
experts, sometimes more, sometimes less pro-
nounced, shows that the state of play regarding
citizen participation is a contested subject, even
among experts in the field.

However, the respondents’ differing assessments
of some instruments should not obscure the broad
consensus in the academic community. While the
EU theoretically has many good participation in-
struments at its disposal, according to the experts
consulted in our survey, it struggles to ensure that
they are known, used, and effective. The EU’s par-
ticipatory system is still under construction.



II. The EU participation patchwork:

six findings and three gaps

In this study we analyse seven participation in-
struments: European Parliament elections, the
European Citizens’ Initiative, petitions to the
European Parliament, the European Ombudsman,
public consultations, Citizens’ Dialogues, and the
European Citizens Consultations. The analysis is
based on the instruments’ own objectives and six
general criteria of good participation: visibility,
accessibility, representativeness, deliberativeness,
transnationality, and impact. Each criterion rep-
resents a specific quality that should be present in
a functioning participatory system at the EU level.
Taken together, the Union’s toolbox of citizen
participation should be visible to citizens; easy to
access and use; represent the EU citizenry in all its
diversity; provide a chance for real deliberation;
cross borders, languages and cultures; and exert
an impact on EU policymaking.

The following six key findings take a close look at
each criterion based on the analysis of all instru-
ments taken together. They establish which in-
struments make a big contribution to each aspect
of the system and which do not; which still have
potential for improvement; and what this means
for a participation infrastructure in the making.
All findings reflect the results of the analysis of
the seven participation instruments, presented in
Part 2 of this study.

The state of play in EU citizen
participation: six key findings

Key finding #1 - citizens know little about their
participation opportunities

The results of this study show that the level of
visibility is very low for most participation in-
struments and for the participatory system as
a whole. Most participation instruments remain

almost invisible and there is no clear strategy on
how to raise their individual and collective pro-
file. The EU institutions often use instruments
primarily for reasons of communication, rather
than genuinely aiming to enhance the participa-
tion of citizens in policymaking processes.

The representative opinion poll via eupinions con-
ducted for the purpose of this study shows that
citizens have only a vague idea about their rights
and opportunities to participate in the EU. In our
expert survey, visibility is among the lowest rated
criteria for all instruments. Media coverage of cit-
izen participation also hardly exists in any mem-
ber state, and there is very little communication
from the EU’s institutions about most instruments.
As a result, citizens have only a vague idea about
their participation rights and know little about the
existing instruments. For example, there is hardly
any reporting on the European Citizens’ Initiative,!
and even when one is successful, citizens do not
hear about it. For other participation instruments
it is even harder to gain public attention. A genuine
exception are the European Parliament elections,
which receive a certain amount of media coverage
in all member states and appear to be raising their
profile, judging from the increase in turnout to
nearly 51 percent in 20192 — however, the attention
they receive is still primarily framed in national
terms, meaning that their visibility as an instru-
ment of EU-level participation remains lower than
it could be. At times there are other notable but
rare exceptions, such as the Commission’s online
consultation on summertime arrangements, but
overall, most participation instruments receive
little attention.

One additional problem is that for a long time
there has been a tendency to mistake communi-
cation for participation. In the past, the EU has
been eager to communicate its achievements to
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citizens but rather hesitant to involve citizens
in the process of reaching policy outputs. But
telling citizens they have a chance to participate
in EU politics while not actually turning their con-
tributions into relevant decisions will only turn
citizens away and further reduce their willing-
ness to be politically active. Citizens’ Dialogues,
in particular, often seem to be treated as PR ex-
ercises rather than as tools of concrete dialogue
and political consultation between citizens and EU
politicians.

There is no coherent communication strategy
about participation instruments and their use.
Neither citizens nor the media have a single infor-
mation hub to gain insights into what participa-
tion opportunities there are and how participation
works. When it comes to some instruments, such
as the Ombudsman, the institutions are more ac-
tive in their communication; for others, such as
the European Parliament petitions, there is little in
the way of promotion. When looking at the entire
set of available instruments, they are not present-
ed collectively as a toolbox of different options
from which citizens can choose depending on the
issue they want to raise. This makes it difficult for
citizens to identify which instruments there are
and which of them is best suited in practice when
they wish to influence EU policymaking.

Key finding #2 - it is easier than you think, if you
know your way around

Although EU participation instruments are gen-
erally accessible and straightforward in their use,
citizens are often confused about how the instru-
ments work in practice and how to choose which
of the instruments is the right one for them and
for their purpose.

According to eupinions data, 71 percent of all
citizens perceive participating at the EU level
to be difficult, compared to 60 percent for the
national level and 40 percent for the local level.
But although citizens feel that EU participation is
difficult, the Union’s participation instruments
are relatively easy to use. Accessibility is among
the best-developed aspects for all instruments
covered in this study. It is relatively straightfor-
ward to submit a complaint to the European Om-
budsman; Citizens’ Dialogues are generally open to

all and easy to access, provided citizens are aware
of scheduled events nearby; public consultations
are easily accessible through their web-portal;
petitions are even easier to submit to the Europe-
an Parliament than to some national parliaments,
where citizens first need to find a member of
parliament to sponsor their submission.

Continuous efforts have also been made to in-
crease the accessibility of several instruments.
The barriers for organisers to initiate a European
Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) were substantially re-
duced in 2020 with a new regulation, limiting the
bureaucratic burden; the European Ombudsman
has continuously simplified and improved its
website and introduced a fast-track procedure for
complaints regarding access to documents; Cit-
izens’ Dialogues are increasingly taking place in
more remote regions of Europe, providing access
beyond national capitals.

But for individual instruments, some barriers still
exist or have been introduced. Before being able
to submit a petition on the online portal, citizens
must complete a set of preliminary questions that
are difficult to comprehend for the average citi-
zen; and despite substantial improvements to the
ECI regulation, organising a European Citizens’
Initiative remains highly demanding, given that
individual citizens can hardly gather the resources
to run an ECI without organisational backing.

However, knowing which instrument to use
for what purpose at what time is far from easy.
When can I complain to the European Ombuds-
man? Is my concern eligible under the EU Treaties
to start a European Citizens’ Initiative? Is the
petitions committee the right body to which to
address my concern? Even for EU experts, these
questions are not easy to answer, and currently
citizens are generally left alone with those deci-
sions, making anyone who wants to participate
and is not an EU expert feel overwhelmed. Despite
occasional pushes in the right direction, such as
petition responses suggesting petitioners start an
ECI, the guidance citizens receive to know what
instrument to use at what time is insufficient.
There is no easy-to-use general participation
guide for citizens, and no single platform listing
all instruments, their opportunities and individual
access points.
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Participation instruments often remain poorly
understood. Although instruments are accessible,
many people still feel that they know very little
about EU politics (29 percent) and do not feel that
their contribution would make a difference (32
percent). As a result, a lack of knowledge about EU
politics leads to a lack of knowledge about partici-
pation opportunities. In addition, it is no surprise
that fairly accessible instruments are perceived
as being complicated, when the EU itself is regard-
ed as too difficult to comprehend, as indicated by
the 29 percent of eupinions respondents who state
that not knowing enough about European politics
keeps them from participating more.

Key finding #3 - participation beyond the usual
‘Brusspects’ is lacking

Even the instruments that aim for a broad vari-
ety of backgrounds end up attracting a relatively
narrow user base of highly-educated pro-EU
citizens. New formats, currently still in the exper-
imental phase, like the European Citizens’ Panels
in the context of the Conference on the Future
of Europe and new Citizens’ Dialogues formats,
may help to strengthen the participatory system’s
representative dimension by involving a stratified
random sample of citizens from all over Europe.

Most EU participation instruments are
not very representative. This is partly because
most instruments do not even aim to be repre-
sentative. The Ombudsman and petitions focus on
individual complaints or requests rather than con-
cerns of the wider population; Citizens’ Dialogues
and European Citizens’ Consultations have been
mainly self-selecting events; public consulta-
tions mostly attract participants who have an
interest in the topic, rather than a diverse sample
of the population. The European Citizens’ Initi-
ative and public consultations also function to a
large extent based on the involvement of organ-
ised civil society rather than individual citizens.
European elections are the exception. For one, in
any democracy, elections are still the instrument
that comes closest to reaching a pure statistical
representation of the population. Also, different
instruments draw on different groups. In the EP
elections, citizens over 55 are most active, those
under 40 much less;® when it comes to the Eu-
ropean Citizens’ Initiative, however, it is citizens

between 21 and 30 who are most represented
among organisers.

Most instruments are used mainly by the usu-
al ‘Brusspects’: highly educated citizens with
pro-European convictions. The empirical analysis
conducted in the context of this study has shown
that this has much to do with the low visibility
of all instruments, given that participation op-
portunities are known mainly by those who are
already active in EU politics. Several European
Citizens’ Initiatives, for example, have reached
beyond the usual suspects by being able to get
signatories from all walks of life. Yet when they
were able to do so, this was mainly a result of
outreach activities by the organisers and not due
to the design of the instrument itself. Citizens’
Dialogues are usually attended by a rather pro-EU
crowd, diminishing their potential for contentious
discussions or breaking new ground. Particularly
with complaints- and request-based instruments,
we see that usage differs between countries: the
EP petitions have considerable usage in Spain
and Italy but much less in other countries; the
Ombudsman tends to be more used in countries
with pre-existing and highly visible national
ombudsmen than in countries where there are no
comparable institutions or they are less known.

The EU has been experimenting with new modes
of participation to boost diversity. In recent years,
several Citizens’ Dialogues have been organised
as transnational events with randomly selected
audiences, making them more representative
than the established format of a self-selecting
local audience. The Conference on the Future
of Europe features several European Citizens’
Panels with randomly selected citizens from
the entire EU. These new models are relatively
resource-intensive and difficult to undertake in
large numbers. But they are effective in reaching
out to communities and citizens that so far have
not participated in EU politics. Their long-term
impact on the system of EU participatory democ-
racy, however, remains to be seen.
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Key finding #4 - a trend that is not yet taken
seriously enough

A ‘deliberative wave’ is rolling through many
countries, as well as the EU. Yet most EU par-
ticipation instruments feature very little de-
liberation. According to our expert survey, the
instruments that are the strongest in terms of
deliberation, like the Citizens’ Dialogues or the
European Citizens’ Consultations, are simul-
taneously the weakest in terms of their impact
on EU policymaking. However, the old model of
top-down, one-way communication instruments,
where citizens are not able to communicate with
each other or with policymakers, is beginning to
give way to more deliberative formats, such as the
Citizens’ Dialogues (started in 2012), the European
Citizens’ Consultations (between 2018 and 2019)
and the Conference on the Future of Europe (be-
tween 2021 and 2022).

Only a handful of EU participation instru-
ments are truly deliberative. Citizens’ Dia-
logues as carried out by the Commission include
some basic aspects of deliberation, in the sense
that citizens usually receive responses to their
questions but hardly ever get to fully deliberate
with policymakers. The European Citizens’ Con-
sultations were a first genuine attempt to link new
deliberative procedures with EU decision-making
processes. Other instruments, such as the Euro-
pean Ombudsman or European Parliament elec-
tions, are not deliberative in and of themselves
but can encourage deliberation: the European
Ombudsman can create European debates by
publicising high level EU investigations, while
European elections can bring contentious political
issues and questions about the future of European
integration into the public eye and into public
debates. All instruments, whether inherently de-
liberative or not, therefore have scope to create
more and better interaction among citizens and
between citizens and policymakers.

Although deliberation is increasingly becoming
part of the political scene, there is still a lack of
clear evidence at the EU level that deliberative
instruments have had political impact and led to
concrete policy change. Considering the results of
the experts’ survey and the interviews, our anal-
ysis suggests that there is a trend that the more

deliberative elements an instrument features, the
less impact it is likely to have. The instruments
that are considered to have the most impact on
public debates and/or EU policymaking are Euro-
pean Parliament elections, public consultations
and the European Citizens’ Initiative, and it is
notable that these instruments’ main modus oper-
andi is not deliberation but rather aggregation — of
votes, of responses, and of signatures.

There is a noticeable trend in EU participation
away from one-way communication and to-
wards sustained exchange and modern delib-
eration formats. The Commission has begun to
conduct Citizens’ Dialogues over several days with
randomly selected citizens; the European Citizens’
Consultations featured the first Citizens’ Panel
with randomly selected participants from all over
Europe - the blueprint for the European Citizens’
Panels taking place in the Conference on the
Future of Europe. At the same time, instruments
such as the European Citizens’ Initiative put in-
creasing emphasis on interaction and exchange
among participants, as well as between partici-
pants, organisers, and policymakers.

Some EU countries are exploring new avenues of
deliberation, but not everyone feels comfortable
with these developments. Some member states,
such as Belgium, France and Ireland, increasing-
ly use deliberative formats in national politics.3
Other countries are more hesitant to change their
domestic democratic status quo by introducing
participatory exercises. In any case, there is still
no common understanding of deliberation in the
EU. Politicians frequently understand deliberation
as just another form of communication. At the
same time, however, our analysis shows that an
increasing number of decision makers within the
European Parliament and the Commission recog-
nise that better participation formats and more
deliberative elements are needed in the future. But
the EU27 are still far away from a shared under-
standing of the potential added value of citizens’
deliberations in EU policymaking processes.

Key finding #5 - cross-border interaction is the
exception, not the rule

National and local participation live off a sense of
shared space, shared language, shared identity,
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and shared media. European participation lacks
these features to varying degrees and struggles
to break beyond the national setting or the EU's
Brussels bubble. And most participation instru-
ments are not well equipped for enabling and
fostering transnational debates. But new ways
to facilitate more transnational perspectives are
developing.

EU citizen participation generally lacks transna-
tionality. Citizens’ Dialogues primarily take place
on the local level — participants are generally from
that location, often conversing with an EU repre-
sentative from their country. Meanwhile, public
consultations are used by actors and organisations
from all over Europe, who all answer the same
questions, but do not meet or discuss directly with
each other. Petitions to the European Parliament
hardly ever start transnational cross-border de-
bates and MEPs are mainly interested in petitions
from their own countries. Nor does the Ombuds-
man actively incentivise cross-border interaction
in its complaints-based work. Thus, the various
participation instruments do not manage to pro-
mote conversation between the European, national
and sub-national levels.

Yet there are traces of transnational debates
taking shape. One of the accomplishments of the
European Citizens’ Initiative has been that, when
successful, as with the six initiatives that have
gathered the required one million signatures, it
has managed to connect existing national debates.
The ECI on banning glyphosate, for example,
started from the initiative of several domestic con-
versations on the use of the pesticide and managed
to connect them in one European initiative. The
Citizens’ Panel as part of the European Citizens’
Consultations brought together citizens from all
member states into a single conversation. That ex-
perience is now being built upon in the Conference
on the Future of Europe. Public consultations also
had their transnational moment when the con-
sultation on summertime clock changes attracted
millions of responses.

The instruments are not yet able to tap into a
real European public and build a shared Euro-
pean conversation, but there are opportunities
to change this. Several Citizens’ Dialogues have
taken place in cross-border formats, but the norm

remains Dialogues in one country and one lan-
guage. During the Corona pandemic, digital means
have opened a new door for more transnational-
ity. Meeting instantaneously from the confines
of one’s home in a digital space has become the
norm rather than the exception. Simultaneous
translation has become part of meeting software,
and Al-based automated translation techniques
are becoming ever more sophisticated. The Con-
ference on the Future of Europe is making strides
by offering a multilingual digital web-platform
that allows the automatic translation of citizens’
ideas into any official EU language. It remains
to be seen whether these technical advances and
the new Zeitgeist of digital interaction are taken
on board by the EU’s participation instruments to
foster truly transnational conversations.

Key finding #6 - success stories and political will
are still lacking

There are only a few success stories showing
how citizen participation has directly resulted
in legislative change or other notable output.
The current set of participation instruments does
not lead to a strong and systematic impact on EU
policymaking, mainly due to a lack of political will.
But recent developments suggest that this may be
beginning to change.

Overall, the impact of EU citizen participation
on European policymaking is perceived as low.
“I don’t believe it would make enough of a dif-
ference” is the answer given by most citizens
(32 percent) in our eupinions survey when asked
what holds them back from participating more.
Most experts also rate the impact of the existing
participation instruments as rather low or very
low. The exception is the European elections. This
is due, on the one hand, to the institutional set-
up: the European Parliament has received more
competences and legislative powers in successive
rounds of treaty reform and has over time become
a powerful co-legislator, even though it still lacks
a right of initiative. By directly determining the
distribution of seats in the European Parliament,
European elections have a clear and undeniable
impact on the composition of one of the EU’s core
legislators: quite unlike the other instruments
of participation, it thus has a much more visible
influence on EU policymaking.
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From a formal point of view, all instruments
more or less fulfil their intended functions: there
is dialogue in the Citizens’ Dialogues; petitions
and the Ombudsman enable citizens to contact EU
institutions directly; public consultations allow
citizens to express their individual opinions; and
the procedure of the European Citizens’ Initiative
creates a clear pathway for a legislative propos-
al to be considered by the Commission. But no
matter what the institutional design looks like,
the yardstick for a well-functioning participation
infrastructure is actual examples of successful
and sustainable citizen participation in EU deci-
sion-making. And here our analysis shows that
the picture is rather bleak. There is hardly any
case of citizen participation beyond elections hav-
ing significantly shifted the political debate and
decision-making processes. The Commission’s
response to the most recent End the Cage Age ECI
is a positive exception, but there is certainly room
for more success stories.

Ultimately, political will from the side of all
institutions has been missing. The Commission
speaks of a “new push for European democracy” 4
but is rather hesitant when it comes to involving
citizens more closely in the elaboration of legis-
lative proposals. Most member states only see the
need for better communication between politics
and citizens, but not for deeper participation
structures. And the European Parliament talks a
lot about citizens and participation, but largely
neglects its own petitions, the only instrument for
which it bears the main responsibility.

Despite all the shortcomings, there are signs that
the mindset of European and national policymak-
ers is slowly changing. The more governments of
individual member states employ anti-EU rhet-
oric, and the more fundamental rights and basic
principles are openly attacked, the more the EU
depends on its citizens to uphold the foundations
laid down in Article 2 of the Treaty on Europe-
an Union (respect for human dignity, freedom,
democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect
for human rights), or what Ursula von der Leyen
called “our European way of life”.5 As a result, the
question of how the EU can better involve citizens
in EU politics and in discussions about Europe’s
future has gained traction and is likely to gain
more urgency in future. The establishment of the

Conference on the Future of Europe is a testimony
to this, as the exercise starts from deliberations
taking place in the framework of four European
Citizens’ Panels, including randomly selected
citizens from all EU member states.®

Awareness, performance, political
commitment: three gaps between
patchwork and infrastructure

The seven instruments covered in this study, taken
together, constitute the EU’s existing participatory
system. The Union has expanded its participatory
scope considerably, adding new instruments and
reforming existing ones. To date, this has created
a set of instruments that offer citizens different
ways to participate. However, no new instrument
and no reform has led to the development of a
comprehensive and coherent participation infra-
structure with a visible and effective influence on
EU policymaking. What we see is a patchwork of
individual instruments that do not consistently
adhere to a shared set of goals and criteria of good
participation and that lack political support from
all sides, including EU institutions and member
states.

In the current participatory system, each instru-
ment is working relatively well according to its
own objectives: each instrument is fairly accessi-
ble and easier to use than most would think. How-
ever, the main findings of this study have shown
that citizens are hardly aware of the existence
of these instruments and the political impact of
the existing participation toolbox is limited. EU
institutions do not share a common strategy for
visible, effective and sustainable citizen partici-
pation and there is no common hub that citizens
could use to find their way through the existing
patchwork of participation instruments.

The future interplay between representative and
participatory democracy can only function if the
involvement of European citizens in EU policy-
making becomes a constant feature of EU poli-
cymaking. The future of an EU democracy fit for
the 215 century will depend on the political will
and ability of the Union and its member states
to enhance and extend the possibilities for more
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visible, more comprehensive, more coherent,
and more effective citizen participation in EU
policymaking.

The findings of this study point to three major
gaps that need to be bridged to move in this di-
rection: the awareness gap, the performance gap
and the political commitment gap. The awareness
gap reflects our main findings on visibility, par-
ticularly that citizens know little about their par-
ticipation rights. The performance gap is based on
our findings on deliberativeness, transnationality
and representativeness, and impact, displaying
some of the major functional shortcomings of the
existing toolbox of participation instruments. The
political commitment gap reflects on a particular
aspect of the impact criterium, the role a lack of
political will has played in limiting the impact of
citizen participation.

FIGURE 17 Citizens want to have a bigger say ...

/8

Respondents
who think
citizens
should have
a bigger

say in EU
politics

Question asked:
Imagine you witness two people discussing European politics on the
street. Whom would you rather agree with: Person A: “The EU is
complex. That is why EU decision-making should be left to experts
and politicians.” Person B: “The EU affects my daily life. That is why
citizens should have a bigger say in EU decision-making.”

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

These three gaps need to be bridged if the EU
wants to move from a participation patchwork to
a participation infrastructure. In this infrastruc-
ture, the individual instruments would not only
work for themselves, but collectively establish the
basis for a functioning participatory EU democracy
next to the representative dimension of EU policy-
making. It would be a participation infrastructure
in which democratic participation would not be
limited to elections every five years, but would
entail more visible and regular participation of Eu-
ropean citizens in the process of shaping concrete
policies and the overall future of Europe.

(1) The awareness gap

An eupinions poll conducted as part of this study shows
that citizens want to participate. But many people feel
that their voices do not count. Citizens think it is difficult
to take part in European politics and they do not know
much about opportunities to participate. This creates a gap
between their ambitions to participate effectively and their
perception that there is little opportunity to do so.

... but many
feel their voices
do not count.

Question asked:

To what extent do you
agree or disagree with
the following statement:
“My voice counts in the
European Union.”

| BertelsmannStiftung
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FIGURE 18 European citizens find it more difficult to participate on the EU level than nationally or locally

Respondents who answered “[somewhat/very] easy” to the question “how easy or difficult is it

for you to participatein...”

local national

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

There is little awareness or knowledge of the
existing EU participation instruments among
citizens, and many doubt that their voice counts.
At the same time, people are asking to be more
involved in EU policymaking. Currently, what cit-
izens know, think and want has only partially to
do with what the Union is able and ready to offer.

Four out of five EU citizens want to have a bigger
say in EU politics, but only 46 percent currently
think their voice counts.

The overwhelming majority of Europeans (78 per-
cent) agree that citizens need to have a bigger say in
EU politics. They feel that policymaking should not
be left to politicians and experts alone. At the same
time, only a minority (46 percent) believe that their
voice currently counts in European politics. Citizens
experience a discrepancy between their own desire
to participate in EU politics and the unclear effect
of their vote, their opinions, their insights and their
participation on the EU. Most citizens do not per-
ceive the Union’s participatory system as one that
they can engage with in practice.

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

15, ™
EU

politics politics politics

| BertelsmannStiftung

Currently, the primary level of participation for
citizens is neither the European nor the national
but the local level. 46 percent of citizens believe
that it is rather easy to participate in local politics,
compared to 28 percent on the national level and
15 percent on the EU level. Our research found that
this is not primarily due to EU participation in-
struments being difficult to use; European citizens
are simply unaware of them.

Little awareness of EU participation instruments
among citizens

The results of this study also show that the EU
participation landscape is still a terra incogni-
ta to many. What a certain instrument does to
what effect and when to use one instrument or
another is largely unclear to the common citizen.
EU-specific instruments, such as the European
Citizens’ Initiative, have hardly any recognition
among the Union’s citizens. Instruments such as
petitions and the Ombudsman are mainly recog-
nised in countries where they have a well-known
domestic counterpart. Our eupinions survey shows
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that most citizens find it difficult to identify ex-
isting EU participation instruments when they are
presented, except for the one that is best known,
the European elections. Media coverage of citizen
participation is hardly existent in any EU member
state, and for most instruments there is very little
communication from the EU’s institutions.

(2) The performance gap

The EU has an array of different participation instruments
at its disposal, but most instruments have significant room
for improvement. Not only are they unknown, relatively
unrepresentative, not very transnational and mostly not
deliberative, but their political impact on European policy-
making is fairly low.

The EU has a variety of relatively accessible in-
struments at its disposal ...

Since the first petition was submitted to the Com-
mon Assembly? in 1958, the EU has considerably

expanded citizen participation opportunities. From
the possibility to vote for their representatives in
the European Parliament and the right to submit
individual complaints to the Ombudsman, to the
opportunity to respond to Consultations about leg-
islative acts or hold discussions with politicians,
citizens enjoy a broad spectrum of participation
opportunities at the EU level; more than in many
member states. The European Parliament elections
are clearly the flagship instrument, being the
most recognisable and most used (53 percent of
respondents in the eupinions survey claim to have
participated in EP elections) and by far the high-
est-rated instrument by EU democracy experts.

... but most instruments still do not function as
they should or could

Our analysis reveals deficiencies, unrealised po-
tential, and room for improvement with respect
to all of the participation instruments. The in-
struments are relatively unrepresentative in terms

FIGURE 19 Instruments often do not function as they should or could

The right Participation
participation instruments
instruments function as sufficiently

arein place they should

Participation
instruments are

known and used

59 EU democracy experts were asked to what extent they agree with the following statements:

1. The appropriate instruments for citizen participation at EU level are in place.
2. The existing EU participation instruments function as they should.
3. The existing EU participation instruments are sufficiently known and used.

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung/EPC expert survey

| BertelsmannStiftung
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of participation, catering mainly to a relatively
narrow group of highly educated EU supporters.
Most instruments exhibit little transnationality,
taking place either on the local or national level,
with little cross-border interaction. And, last but
certainly not least, at the end of participatory pro-
cesses citizens are often left in the dark on what
actually happens to their input, which in return
leads to frustrations and, ultimately, undermines
people’s readiness to get involved in the future.

The actual effects of participation instruments on
policymaking remain limited

The tangible consequences of participation instru-
ments for EU policymaking remain rather insig-
nificant. Although deliberation is a clear trend in
EU participation, it is notable that for instruments
where experts rate deliberativeness the highest,
i.e. Citizens Dialogues and European Citizens’
Consultations, they rate impact the lowest.

While relatively clear procedures exist for many of
the instruments, the handling of outputs is still
not clearly defined. The outcome of complaints
addressed to the European Ombudsman are an
exception to this, as they state relatively clear
pathways as to what outcomes complainants can
expect once a case is opened. Yet the remedies
achieved are mainly of a narrow, administrative
nature and do not necessarily constitute a major
policy impact. When it comes to the more political
own-initiative inquiries by the Ombudsman, ef-
fects on policymaking remain as uncertain as for
other instruments. Petitions are sometimes open
for years without any indication of an outcome;
the conclusions of the European Citizens’ Consul-
tations were merely acknowledged by the Euro-
pean Council but barely discussed by EU leaders.
In the 2019 European elections, a number of can-
didates ran as Spitzenkandidaten for the position
of European Commission president, and none of
them got the job. And while public consultations
are a formal part of the EU’s policymaking pro-
cess, a clear connection between EU policy and
consultation input remains the exception rather
than the rule.

New pathways towards more deliberation are
being sought

Little surprise, then, that the performance gap
has led to demands for new and more deliberative
instruments, such as citizens’ assemblies. In this
sense, the Conference on the Future of Europe rep-
resents an important step towards making the EU
more participatory. The European Citizens’ Panels,
in particular, and their link to the Union’s repre-
sentative dimension in the context of the so-called
Conference Plenary, which involves ‘Ambassadors’
from the Panels as well as representatives from
EU institutions and national parliaments and other
stakeholders, are a test case of whether citizens’
assemblies with randomly selected citizens could
serve as an inspiration for future efforts aiming to
modernise and further complete the EU’s partici-
patory framework.

(3) The political commitment gap

Citizen participation in the EU still lacks the political sup-
port and the political will it needs to succeed. There is a
gap between the Union’s rhetoric on participation and the
actions taken and resources invested to make citizens’ voic-
es count. The rhetoric is often based on grandiose promises
such as a “Europe of the citizens” or “Bringing the EU closer
to its people”. But the reality is that there are many prom-
ising but deficient participation instruments that citizens
do not know about, and a lack of political will to make EU
citizen participation fit for purpose.

Communication is not participation

There is no common understanding among EU
politicians and policymakers as to the importance
and the process of citizen participation beyond
elections. As a result, communication efforts are
often mistakenly perceived as citizen participa-
tion. For example, Citizens’ Dialogues often seem
to be treated as ‘PR exercises’ rather than tools of
concrete dialogue and consultation between citi-
zens and EU policymakers. This mindset makes it
difficult to develop EU citizen participation further
and take it from window dressing to real political
influence in EU decision-making processes.

Political enthusiasm for more citizen participa-
tion is still low, but growing

Institutional commitment to participation pro-
cesses is often low in the EU. For example, the
organisers of European Citizens’ Initiatives have
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more often than not been left dissatisfied by the
responses they received from the Commission; the
Petitions Committee in the European Parliament
still suffers from a lack of interest from most MEPs;
discussion in the European Council about the 2018
European Citizens’ Consultations and their results
was very limited. However, enthusiasm for partic-
ipation instruments and their results seems to be
slowly growing in the European Parliament, the
Commission and some member states.

Lack of political commitment leads to short in-
stitutional memory

In the past, new participation instruments were
often introduced as side products of major in-
tegration steps or EU milestones. For example,
the Ombudsman was a by-product of European

citizenship established in the Maastricht Treaty
in 1992; the European Citizens’ Initiative was a
result of the EU’s constitutional Convention in
2002/3; and Citizens’ Dialogues were created to
celebrate the “European Year of Citizens” in 2013.
These instruments followed the political agenda of
their time, but often failed to become integrated
into a wider EU political narrative. Initial inter-
est for instruments often subsides as the Union
moves on to other priorities. As a result, under-
standing and knowledge of existing participation
instruments is not strong, even among political
insiders, although more and more instruments
have been created over time. Consequently, the
push for more participation often comes from a
small circle of participation enthusiasts within the
EU institutions and is not widely shared among the
Union’s wider political establishment.

FIGURE 20 The EU’s participation rhetoric is not in line with its participation reality

EU
participation
reality

necessary political will and
resources to make

petitions to the European
Parliament count.

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

The political EU
commitment participation
gap rhetoric

“A healthy democracy
relies on citizen
engagement and an
active civil society,
not only at election time,
but all the time.”

(European Democracy
Action Plan)

Source: own illustration BertelsmannStiftung
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This study argues that although the EU has ex-
panded its participatory toolbox over time, citizen
participation still resembles a patchwork of indi-
vidual instruments rather than a comprehensive
and coherent participation infrastructure with a
visible and significant influence on EU policymak-
ing. The existing instruments do not consistently
adhere to a shared set of goals and criteria of
good participation and lack political support from
all sides, including EU institutions and member
states. The toolbox remains fragmented, and
although it offers citizens various opportunities
to participate, it does not substantially affect the
Union’s political processes, which remain mostly
driven by political elites. The EU has still some
way to go before it can be considered a Europe of
the citizens.

Every functioning democracy depends on a func-
tioning institutional infrastructure. Parliaments,
governments, public administrations, and inde-
pendent judiciaries are vital ingredients for the
EU as for any democracy; so are intermediary
bodies such as political parties, trade unions,
civil society organisations and free media. There
is a place for all of them in the infrastructure of
democracy and when one is deficient, democracy
itself is deficient.

But a smoothly functioning democratic infrastruc-
ture also requires opportunities and instruments
for citizens to actively participate in political dis-
cussions and in the development and implemen-
tation of policy decisions. As such, participatory
democracy is not in competition with representa-
tive democracy; it is an increasingly vital element
and indispensable dimension of contemporary
democracies.

The interplay between representative and par-
ticipatory EU democracy can only function if the
involvement of European citizens in the Union’s
decision-making processes becomes a regular
feature. For this to happen, EU institutions and

member states should embrace and further exploit
the potential of participatory democracy by im-
proving and extending the possibilities for more
visible, more effective, and more continuous forms
of citizen participation.

To reach that objective, all three gaps identified in
this study — the awareness gap, the performance
gap, and the political commitment gap — need
to be collectively addressed. Aiming to close one
gap while leaving the others untouched will not
suffice. To bridge the gaps and to move from the
existing participation patchwork towards a more
comprehensive and coherent participation infra-
structure, this study puts forward five recommen-
dations:

(1) Strategy: the basis for acomprehensive
participation infrastructure

To move from a participation patchwork to a
participation infrastructure, EU institutions and
member states need to elaborate and agree on a
common strategy. The European Commission,
Parliament and Council need a common vision
and coordinated action on how to improve and
further develop the Union’s participation toolbox.

The EU’s citizen participation instruments are
neither well-known, nor are they perceived to
have a strong impact on EU policymaking. Our re-
sults show that there is no coherent and common
strategy on the part of EU institutions to further
improve the use of existing instruments and the
development of new tools of participation. The
instruments function reasonably well by them-
selves, but apart from the European elections they
remain largely unknown to citizens and fall short
on actual political influence. In addition, for a long
time the debate was rather focused on incremental
changes to existing instruments than the wider
infrastructure, or whether new instruments need
to be added to the Union’s participatory toolkit.
Debates in the context of the Conference on the
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Future of Europe provide ample opportunity to
discuss the perspectives for more citizen par-
ticipation, as proposed by one of the European
Citizens’ Panels.

A common strategy demands that EU institutions
and member states discuss and develop a shared
vision and a shared understanding of the meaning,
purpose and benefits of the Union’s participation
infrastructure. What are the main objectives of in-
dividual participation instruments and what pur-
pose should the overall participation infrastructure
fulfil? How do the instruments function together
and how can they benefit from one another? What
kind of positive change is being envisioned and
how does it relate to the future interplay between
representative and participatory democracy at the
EU level? This study argues that the key criteria
of good participation - visibility, accessibility,
representativeness, deliberativeness, transna-
tionality, and impact — are the vital foundation of
an EU participation infrastructure and all need to
be reflected in a comprehensive EU participation
strategy. While not all participation instruments
seek to maximise all criteria by design (see the
individual instrument chapters for more detail),
each of them should be acknowledged and collec-
tively enhanced in a comprehensive participatory
system.

While there are some active Parliamentarians and
Commission officials, the European Parliament,
Commission and Council have not developed a
shared understanding of the objectives and func-
tioning of citizen participation. And the initial
experience with the Conference on the Future of
Europe has shown that the vast majority of EU
countries have little interest in developing more
far-reaching participation instruments. In any
case, the EU cannot simply copy any national
system: as a unique political system, it needs its
own approach to involving citizens and providing
them with an effective voice in EU policymaking.
In other words, the EU27 need to elaborate a sui
generis participation strategy.

(2) Spotlight and exposure: more visibility for
EU participation

Even the best infrastructure is not worth much
if citizens are unaware of it. Just as the EU needs

a participation strategy, it also needs a joint
communication effort to make the participation
infrastructure known to the wider public. It is
not only the ‘usual suspects’ who should know
about opportunities to participate and influence
the EU; citizens from all over Europe need to be
better informed about their ability to get involved
in EU policymaking.

EU institutions and governments invest con-
siderably in awareness raising about key policy
concerns and public services. Take, for example,
the numerous campaigns around Europe promot-
ing vaccinations against COVID-19, campaigns
promoting recycling or encouraging citizens to
donate blood. All these campaigns are based on
the simple premise that in order to raise aware-
ness or to make sure that public services are used
by citizens, they need to be visible and known by
the wider public. Only when citizens are aware of
opportunities provided to them and convinced of
their benefits will they use them in practice.

The same goes for citizen participation instru-
ments. But the eupinions survey data clearly
shows that citizens currently only have a vague
idea about their participation rights. And 95 per-
cent of the democracy experts surveyed for the
purpose of this study do not believe that the cur-
rent EU participation instruments are sufficiently
known and used. Increasing knowledge about the
instruments and their visibility requires political
will and sufficient resources.

The Conference on the Future of Europe presents
a step forward in this regard. High-level support
from the Commission and the Parliament, an in-
formation campaign that extends beyond Brussels
circles into more traditional national media,® as
well as the outspoken support and involvement
of at least some European governments,? is
more than what many other EU participation
instruments have received in the past. Similar
concerted initiatives can be used to promote the
EU participatory system as a whole, to make cit-
izens aware that opportunities to participate in
EU decision-making are not limited to European
elections every five years. Essentially, an effective
participation strategy requires an effective com-
munication strategy.
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(3) Guidance: a central hub for EU citizen
participation

An EU participation infrastructure needs a cen-
tral online hub for all participation instruments
to provide networking opportunities, effective
communication and civic education on EU cit-
izen participation. It should draw on or seek
inspiration from tested and proven hubs in some
member states.

According to the eupinions survey conducted in
the context of this study, the overwhelming ma-
jority of citizens in Europe do not know where to
go when they are interested in participating in
politics at the European level. Therefore, a partic-
ipation infrastructure needs a central entry point,
including a user-friendly website enabling citizens
to explore their participation opportunities at the
EU level. It should draw on existing EU experienc-
es, particularly with the Have your say portal, as
well as the digital platform of the Conference on
the Future of Europe, and seek inspiration from
good member state practices. One good example
at the member state level is the Finnish platform
demokratia.fi. The platform is a central hub run
by the Finnish Ministry of Justice, bringing to-
gether all online participation services available
to Finnish citizens, from the local to the Europe-
an level. The platform also provides up-to-date
information on ongoing participation processes
and decision-making processes following citizen
participation. It packs all of this into an accessible
and straightforward format, which makes it easy
for citizens from all walks of life to engage with. It
has around 20,000 visitors per month.3

A central hub at the EU level needs to fulfil four
basic functions: coherence building, networking,
effective communication, and civic education.
The coherence building function entails that the
platform pushes EU institutions to organise all
participation instruments under a central logic.
Each instrument needs to be clearly explained and
its role in the system and added value needs to
be fleshed out so the citizens can receive effec-
tive practical guidance about which instruments
they could use for which concern and purpose.
Just presenting instruments as they are, without
explaining the differences and potential links
between them, would not help citizens choose

which instrument to use for what purpose. The
networking aspect entails that citizens should be
able to (transnationally) engage with each other
and with the platform in any language through
automated translation, to share their experiences
with instruments and to ask for support to be
guided to a relevant instrument. Through a central
hub, the EU would have a better chance to commu-
nicate about participation opportunities and the
instruments in a more coherent fashion. Finally,
the platform would be an important tool for civic
education as it would create the possibility to show
the vibrancy and the functioning of European
democracy in an accessible format, while also
conveying information about the functioning of
the EU to a wider public.

(4) Leaping ahead: digital potential plus new
participation formats

Modern citizen participation needs stronger
digital components. Digital means can enhance
the visibility and effectiveness of existing in-
struments by bringing them to new and wider
audiences via social media. At the same time, the
increased use of newer formats, such as citizens’
assemblies, can show a way forward in making
citizen participation in the EU more representa-
tive, transnational and deliberative.

The digital space opens up new possibilities to
increase the visibility and potential effectiveness
of existing participation instruments. Petitions
and European Citizens’ Initiatives, for example,
can gain the support of large numbers of citizens
across national frontiers more quickly. The re-
cent boom in video conferencing triggered by the
Corona pandemic has shown that transnational
exchange in different languages is increasingly
possible. What is most important is that more
and more citizens who have never participated
in European politics have the chance to connect
and become more involved via modern means of
communication.

At the same time, experience with the Commis-
sion’s public consultations and, most recently,
the rather disappointing participation of citizens
in the multilingual online platform for the Con-
ference on the Future of Europe have shown that
simply providing digital participation formats



I1l. Building a participation infrastructure

does not suffice. There must be something in the
digital mix for every citizen: for those who want
to deal intensively with a subject and contribute
their personal expertise, as well as for those who
want to quickly feed their opinion into a discussion
process and thereby influence EU policymaking.

New and constantly changing digital participation
opportunities are one trend. A second trend is
interactive and deliberative procedures with ran-
domly selected citizens, which have been tested in
many parts of Europe and in the Conference on the
Future of Europe.

At the same time, the increased use of new for-
mats, such as citizens’ assemblies, can show a way
forward in making citizen participation more rep-
resentative, transnational and deliberative. Such
initiatives have been tested in many parts of the
Union, and also in the context of the Conference
on the Future of Europe. These experiments at the
national and European level can help to further
explore, improve, and extend the EU’s current par-
ticipation toolbox by addressing a number of key
questions: How can these new formats be (better)
integrated into existing political decision-making
processes? Are there possibilities beyond a purely
ad hoc use of these formats? How can the EU as a
whole or individual committees use citizens’ as-
semblies? When is it appropriate for the European
Commission, Parliament or Council to convene
them? Do such formats solve problems that could
not previously be solved at the EU level? Who has
the authority to initiate, and who is accountable
for the results that citizens jointly produce?

The debate on the possible institutionalisation of
citizens’ assemblies has only just begun in the
context of the Conference on the Future of Eu-
rope. The addition of new instruments to the EU’s
participation toolbox could pave the way towards
making citizen participation more transnational,
representative, and deliberative. However, one
needs to ask how the establishment of new instru-
ments would be linked to existing instruments and
what impact they would have on the EU’s overall
participation infrastructure.

(5) Creating momentum: cultural change and
more political will from Brussels and the
member states

Increasing and improving citizen participation
is no longer merely a marginal note in Brussels.
The debate about participatory democracy at the
EU level has intensified. But EU institutions and
member states are yet to change their basic un-
derstanding of participation from a ‘nice to have’
to a regular feature of EU democracy. They need
to overcome their hesitations - or even fears - if
they want EU democracy to adapt to the needs
and developments of the 21st century. The re-
sults of the eupinions survey clearly show that
citizens want to be more involved in European
policymaking, and the EU and its member states
should respond to their call.

Numerous examples have shown that the use and
importance of participation instruments at the EU
level has changed in recent years. Following the
success of the recent ECI End the Cage Age, there
is a European Citizens Initiative that will have a
legislative impact. More than 4.6 million citizens
took part in the online consultation on the aboli-
tion of summertime clock changes. New forms of
Citizens’ Dialogues are being tried and tested, and
European Citizens’ Panels with randomly selected
participants from all over Europe are the central
innovation in the Conference on the Future of
Europe. There is a clear trend: citizen participa-
tion is no longer simply used for communication
purposes; when given the opportunity, EU citizens
are showing their willingness and ability to engage
in processes shaping EU policymaking.

Still, one of the key problems relates to the fact
that the EU and its member states still lack a com-
mon understanding of the nature, potentials and
different formats of citizen participation. While
many politicians in the context of the Conference
on the Future of Europe talk about the need for
new forms of participation, there still seems to be
very little concrete knowledge among national and
European policymakers about their potential added
value and how these formats can work in practice.*
No one can expect this to change overnight. But
to strengthen individual participation instruments
and the participation infrastructure, more political
leadership is needed in the EU institutions.
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Most of the EU’s participation instruments relate
to the European Commission or the European
Parliament. These two institutions are thus the
main focus when it comes to developing a more
visible, comprehensive and coherent EU partic-
ipation infrastructure. However, to achieve real
and significant progress, national capitals also
need to be involved and convinced that the fu-
ture of EU democracy depends on the ability of
the Union and its member states to enhance and
extend the possibilities for more effective and
continuous participation by European citizens
in EU policymaking. Without the willingness of
the member states, or at least a majority of them,
it will be difficult to achieve the cultural change
necessary to enhance the impact of EU participa-
tion instruments. What is needed is the under-
standing that the EU will only be able to maintain
and strengthen its legitimacy if citizens feel that
their voices count.

This means that national capitals need to have a
stronger buy-in when it comes to citizen partic-
ipation at the EU level. Participatory democracy
at EU level can only work if member states are
part of the process. They should endorse and
help drive the process of moving EU democracy
to another level by strengthening the Union’s
citizen participation toolbox, going beyond the
representative dimension of EU democracy. As
this study shows, citizens need to know better
how they can participate, and they need to be
convinced that their participation makes a dif-
ference. Both objectives can only be achieved in
cooperation with member states. More leadership
and a stronger commitment to citizen participa-
tion is therefore needed — not only in Brussels but
also in national capitals.

Where do we go from here: The Conference on
the Future of Europe as a push towards an EU
participation infrastructure?

The most recent major European project of citizen
participation is the Conference on the Future of
Europe. It is an important step in the EU’s partic-
ipatory development. The Conference is the most
intense experiment in citizen participation the
Union has ever conducted: it includes four Eu-
ropean Citizens’ Panels, involving a total of 800
randomly selected citizens from all over Europe,

dealing with a plethora of topics and challenges
for the EU and its member states. The process has
political buy-in from all EU institutions, and the
Conference in itself represents their commitment
to expanding opportunities for citizen participa-
tion. It also raises expectations that citizens’ de-
liberations can have a real impact on the future of
the European integration process. If, at the end of
the day, the Conference is perceived as a success,
it should have a positive effect on existing and
novel forms of citizen participation. Should the
experiment fail from the perspective of citizens
involved in the process — which cannot be ruled
out at the time of writing —, the reputation of
participatory procedures will suffer a blow. How-
ever, whatever its outcome, the quest for citizen
participation in European policymaking will and
should continue, and EU institutions should draw
lessons from the Conference experience and use it
as an opportunity to further improve and develop
the Union’s participatory toolbox.

The Conference demonstrates the political rel-
evance of the recommendations put forward in
this study. It is an initiative where each of the
three main EU institutions has an equal stake, and
it required significant negotiations among them
to get it off the ground. It has been accompanied
by a promotional push, including an advertising
campaign and a significant level of engagement
from civil society actors. It includes a multilin-
gual online platform that serves as a common hub
for events and proposals. It enhances the use of
deliberative processes, as it involves randomly
selected citizens from all over the EU, and it is
also an attempt to marry participatory and rep-
resentative democracy through the Conference
Plenary, which brings together ‘Ambassadors’
from the European Citizens’ Panels and from
national events, representatives from EU insti-
tutions, national parliaments and governments,
and other EU bodies and civil society. Finally, the
fact that the Conference is happening in itself
reflects a cultural change among EU institutions
and member states regarding the potential of
citizen participation methods: not only have the
institutions agreed to implement the process, but
they have committed to following up on it.> How-
ever, they all still need to prove individually and
collectively that they will live up to their political
promises.



I1l. Building a participation infrastructure

Democracy is constantly evolving, and whatever
the results of the Conference on the Future of
Europe, this experiment should lead to further
discussions about the future shape and structure
of EU democracy. The Conference should be used
as an opportunity to further reflect on how new
forms of participation could modernise and com-
plement the Union’s participation infrastructure.
The European Citizens’ Panels should not remain
a one-off; rather, they should mark the start of
more serious engagement by EU institutions and
member states with the question of how to bring

citizens into European policymaking. The addition
of new instruments could pave the way for mak-
ing citizen participation more visible, accessible,
representative, transnational, deliberative, and
impactful. By doing so, the experience of the Con-
ference could contribute to fulfilling the criteria of
good participation and thereby enhance the basis
for a functioning participatory EU democracy
alongside the representative dimension of Euro-
pean policymaking, aiming to make EU democracy
fit for the 215t century.
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|. Elections to the European

pron
I

Parliament: the cornerstone
of EU citizen participation

Members of the European Parliament are elected by universal suffrage once every five years. The
European Parliament elections therefore constitute both a key part of the EU’s representative
democracy, and the most notable single act of citizen participation. However, the elections in
practice unfold differently in every member state, with the debate rarely reaching beyond national
concerns or creating a truly European discussion. Although the most recent elections in 2019 provide
some cause for optimism that the previous trend of declining turnout may be reversing, the elections
remain in the shadow of their national counterparts. Some ideas for reforming the electoral system
have been suggested or partly implemented, in the form of Spitzenkandidaten and transnational lists,
but so far there is little political will to formalise them.

Facts and figures Strengths
4 I 4 . I
Representativeness
1 97 9, the year the first The elections are the moment when all citizens vote
European elections were held together, and the most representative instrument in the EU.
Democratic authority
5 Citizens are formally represented in an EU institution,
years between . . - .
. creating a source of legitimacy for EU decision-making.
European elections
27 Transnationality
different national Campaigns and debates are becoming more European as
electoral systems new cross-border issues gain salience.
N\ %
705 MEPs are elected to the .
European Parliament Shortcomings
~ i e A
400 'm.llllon Europeans G Not one election but many
are eligible to vote Effectively, 27 national elections take place rather than one
European election, both in terms of procedure and debate.
(o) . .
51 % voter turnout in the @ Reformimpasse
2019 European elections overall Reform proposals for increased democratic legitimacy
o (Spitzenkandidaten, transnational lists) are incomplete
2 3 /0 voter turnout in the 2019 European or blocked.
elections in Slovakia (the lowest) ‘ Impact
88 % voter turnout in the 2019 European It ii d.ifficuI:Etlj);ra?e.a direclf.im;')act fro:n elec;i;? results to
elections in Belgium (the highest) po |§|es, as] ecmon-m'a '|ng is complex and the
Parliament’s powers are limited.
N\ % N\ %
EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE Source: own illustration | BertelsmannStiftung
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1. Introduction

The European Parliament (EP) is the EU institu-
tion with the closest connection to citizens. It is
the only one that fulfils a direct representative
purpose, allowing people’s voices to be heard via
Members of the European Parliament (MEPs). The
Parliament is, of course, an institution of repre-
sentative democracy; but that representation is
guaranteed through an act of citizen participation,
namely voting in European Parliament elections.
By casting a ballot paper, European citizens decide
the composition of the Parliament chamber - the
members who will go on to play a significant role
in determining the EU’s agenda and approving or
amending legislation. At the same time, although
the Parliament’s powers have grown from Treaty
to Treaty, EU decision-making remains complex,
and the choices made by citizens during the elec-
tions are not always easy to trace through subse-
quent developments.

Elections take place every five years, usually in
May or June. More than 400 million Europeans
are eligible to vote, making the elections the
second-largest democratic vote in the world after
those to the Parliament of India. Although voters
are all electing candidates to the same chamber,
national electoral laws apply. This means that,
procedurally speaking, the elections look some-
what different in each member state: polling
stations are open for different amounts of time
(sometimes even on different days), candidates
are elected on different types of list systems, and
campaigns are subject to different rules. The de-
bate, too, only rarely takes on a truly European
dimension. Numerous experts and commentators
have described EP elections as “second-order
national elections”:! rather than being significant
events in the political calendar in their own right,
they merely give national political parties another
chance to conduct campaigns on national issues,
treating the elections as just another opportunity
to hone campaign messages or land a blow against
an incumbent national government.

The history of the European
Parliament elections

The European Parliament has not always been
directly elected. For the first 20 years following
the establishment of the European Parliamentary
Assembly by the Treaty of Rome, members were
appointed by the member states, which selected
members of their own parliaments to join the
chamber. Nevertheless, from the beginning the
Treaty did in fact stipulate that the Parliament’s
composition should be determined through uni-
versal suffrage and a common voting system,
although the Council of the European Union had
yet to take steps to implement this.? It took until
the mid-70s, and a threat by the Parliament to
take the Council to the European Court of Justice,
before direct elections finally became a reality.3
At the Paris Summit of 9 and 10 December 1974,
it was decided that “the election of the European
Assembly by universal suffrage [...] should be
achieved as soon as possible,” and in 1976 an Act
arranging for this was approved by the Council.4
As a result, the first elections took place on 7-10
June 1979, marking the first direct election to an
international chamber in history.

The argument for introducing direct elections
went beyond the need to fulfil the requirements
of the Treaty. Elections were also expected to en-
courage the development of a European political
perspective, especially through European political
parties, and they were intended to introduce a
sense of public control and scrutiny over European
affairs. Above all, they sought to turn the European
Communities into a legitimate democratic polity.5
This reflected the changing nature of the Commu-
nity and the political developments surrounding it.
The European level was becoming more and more
significant in terms of its impact on citizens’ lives,
thus requiring a better option to allow them to
exert some control over it. While national govern-
ments could negotiate with the Commission and
shape policy through the Council of the European
Union, national parliaments and opposition par-
ties were left out.® At the same time, the Commis-
sion was also negotiating terms of membership
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for Greece, Spain and Portugal — countries that
were just emerging from authoritarian dictator-
ships. The European Community made the holding
of democratic elections a prerequisite for these
countries to join, which only called attention to
the fact that its own Parliament was still not di-
rectly elected.” It had become clear that the system
needed a stronger source of democratic legitimacy.

In practice, the very first elections set the script
for later elections to follow. While some politicians
treated them as a significant European develop-
ment, campaigning across borders (notably Willy
Brandt), others saw them as a trial run for ‘more
important’ national elections: in France, Jacques
Chirac used the elections mainly to test his sup-
port against Valéry Giscard d’Estaing ahead of a
Presidential bid in 1981.8 National parties grouped
together under European-level headings and on
occasion supported one another’s campaigns.
However, the public was largely uninterested and
unmoved by the campaign.? The turnout, at 62
percent, was lower than most national elections
(although relatively high in comparison to sub-
sequent EP elections). Academic onlookers coined
the term ‘“second-order national elections” to

describe the nine rather isolated member state
campaigns — a description that continues to be
applied today.*°

The EU has changed significantly since 1979, tak-
ing on further powers and expanding its borders
to include new member states. The European Par-
liament, too, obtained more and more influence
in the EU system, including further co-decision
powers and full budgetary competences, thereby
increasing the potential impact of the vote. But
the EP elections have seemingly always failed to
excite people, registering lower and lower turnout
figures. In an effort to strengthen the connection
between citizen input and the EU leadership, the
Treaty of Lisbon granted the Parliament the re-
sponsibility to elect the President of the European
Commission, on the basis of a candidate proposed
by the European Council - and required the Euro-
pean Council to “take into account” the outcome
of the EP elections when choosing that candidate.™
This was an upgrade to the Parliament’s earlier
role of merely approving the designation of the
Commission President. For the 2014 elections, this
principle was implemented through an experi-
mental and informal system of ‘lead candidates’

FIGURE 21 Voter turnout has declined as the parliament has grown
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or Spitzenkandidaten. On the initiative of European
Parliament President Martin Schulz, the Spitzen-
kandidat system meant that each European polit-
ical party named their candidate for the position
of Commission President; the party that received
the most votes was then considered to have a spe-
cial mandate for their candidate to be nominated
for the Presidency. In a resolution, the European
Parliament urged the parties not only to nominate
candidates, but to ensure that they played a lead-
ing role in the electoral campaigns, for example
by presenting their political programmes in all
the member states.? The Parliament also asked
parties to make the nomination “sufficiently well
in advance of the election” to allow candidates to
mount an EU-wide campaign concentrating on
European - not merely national - issues.!3 Thus,
the Spitzenkandidat experiment was supposed to
increase the European dimension of the elections,
while also making individual candidates visible
to voters and connecting the vote with a recog-
nisable political outcome - the appointment of
Commission President. In reality, not all parties
were on board with the idea, with the Alliance of
European Conservatives and Reformists refusing
to name a candidate on the basis that the informal
agreement had no legal grounding.

In 2014, the Spitzenkandidat system worked more
or less as intended. Jean-Claude Juncker, the
candidate of the European People’s Party (EPP),
was duly nominated and approved as Commission
President after his party received the highest share
of the vote. By the time of the next elections in
2019, however, the idea was beginning to meet
with less enthusiasm. Wary of automatically hand-
ing the Presidency to the EPP, political leaders
represented in the European Council made clear
that the Spitzenkandidat agreement did not mean
that they would give up their right to decide the
nominee. The liberal ALDE group declined to name
a single candidate, instead presenting a team of
seven profiles that would represent the party at
various debates. The Greens and GUE/NGL each
nominated a gender-balanced pair of candidates.
And after the elections, which were once again
won by the EPP, Spitzenkandidat Manfred Weber
was passed over in favour of a different politician
who had not run as a Spitzenkandidat but was nev-
ertheless more acceptable to the European Council:
Ursula von der Leyen.

FIGURE 22 Which country is underrepresented? Effects of degressive
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FIGURE 23 Voting systems during 2019 European Parliament elections
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was never sufficiently accepted to work.!> Follow-
ing its failure to function as intended in 2019, the
future of the system is uncertain.

The Spitzenkandidaten process is not the only idea
that has been raised over the years to try and im-
prove the European aspect of the elections. The
concept of transnational lists for the EP elections
has acquired some support in recent years, and
received a particular push after the departure of
the United Kingdom from the Union opened up
the opportunity to reallocate the 73 vacated Brit-
ish MEP seats. This idea would mean that citizens
would cast two ballot papers: one for their con-
stituency lists as they do currently, and a second
ballot for a list of candidates who would represent
the entire territory of the Union as their constit-
uency, rather than a member state or a region of
a member state. This would supposedly help to
strengthen the European element of the campaign
and the Parliament’s subsequent functioning, as
transnational candidates would have to campaign
and work on cross-border issues. Much like the
Spitzenkandidaten system, the idea has not caught
on sufficiently widely to obtain support on a formal
level, with opponents concerned about severing
the link between MEPs and their electorate, po-
tentially creating a distinction between two ‘class-
es’ of MEP (those elected for transnational lists
and those with national constituencies), and the
possibility of a populist hijack of the process.!6 In
fact, the European Parliament itself voted against
the idea (with 368 against and 274 in favour) in
a vote on the topic in 2018, opting instead merely
to reallocate a few of the post-Brexit vacant seats
among other member states and shrink the total
size of the Parliament from 751 seats to 705.

Legal basis and modus operandi

The EU’s democratic basis in the European Parlia-
ment and its elections are described in Article 10
of the Treaty on European Union, which declares
that “the functioning of the Union shall be found-
ed on representative democracy”. It is explicit
that “citizens are directly represented at Union
level in the European Parliament”. Article 10 also
gives European political parties the responsibility
of contributing to “forming European political
awareness and to expressing the will of citizens

of the Union”, thereby identifying the parties,
via their place in the European Parliament, as the
voice of the citizens in the EU’s institutions. Arti-
cle 14 gives further details on the role and compo-
sition of the Parliament, indicating that members
“shall be elected for a term of five years by direct
universal suffrage in a free and secret ballot”.

Article 223(1) of the Treaty on the Functioning of
the European Union further explains how the EP
elections should work:

“The European Parliament shall draw up
a proposal to lay down the provisions
necessary for the election of its Members
by direct universal suffrage in accordance
with a uniform procedure in all Member
States or in accordance with principles
common to all Member States.”

The Council has the responsibility to “lay down the
necessary provisions”. In practice the “uniform
procedure” suggested by the Treaty has never
been implemented. Instead, since 1979 elections
have been implemented according to member
states’ own national rules and electoral laws. They
do, however, follow certain common principles,
as referred to in the Treaty: each country uses a
system of proportional representation, usually
based on a list system.

57



Under Construction: Citizen Participation in the European Union

58

2. Assessment of the European Parliament
elections against their stated objective

In the following section, the European Parliament elections are assessed in relation to their own stated
objective. The objective is derived from article 10 of the Treaty on European Union.

To provide direct representation for
EU citizens at Union level

The European Parliament is not the only source
of the EU’s democratic legitimacy, as European
citizens are also represented indirectly via their
national governments in the European Council/
Council of the European Union. But the Parliament
is the only means by which citizens are directly
represented in the EU institutions, as MEPs are
directly elected. This means the EP elections are
the instrument that provides the EU with its own
source of democratic legitimacy, independent of
national governments or national election results.
In the words of one of our interviewees, the elec-
tions are what give the EU “autonomous status
as a democratic system”.'7 Furthermore, citizens
are represented “at Union level” as all MEPs have

“1. The functioning of the Union shall be
founded on representative democracy.

2. Citizens are directly represented at Union
level in the European Parliament. |[...]

3. Every citizen shall have the right to
participate in the democratic life of the
Union.”

Article 10 TEU

equal voting power in an EU-level institution:
although they represent national (or regional)
constituencies, an MEP’s country of origin has
no bearing on the voting procedure and they sit
according to party group rather than nationality.'®

FIGURE 24 Expert views on the European Parliament elections - stated objective

How well or how poorly do the European Parliament elections perform in relation to their stated objective?

1 2 Score 3 4
Objective
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Average expert evaluation

Variation of expert evaluations (standard deviation)

Objective: To provide representation for EU citizens at Union level

The above scores are the result of an expert survey conducted among 59 EU democracy experts.

The standard deviation indicates how much the expert scores are spread out from the mean.
The smaller the standard deviation, the closer the scores are to the mean.
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FIGURE 25 Growing population, growing parliament
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Every EU citizen of voting age has the right to
participate in EP elections, confirming that the
elections provide representation to all. This right
to vote applies no matter where in the EU a citizen
resides, meaning that those who have exercised
their right to move to a different EU country can
still participate. These voters can choose whether
they wish to vote for candidates standing in their
country of citizenship, or in the country where
they currently live.’9 EP elections are therefore
unlike national elections in this sense. EP elections
provide a form of direct representation at the EU
level that treats all EU citizens equally regardless
of where they reside.

However, this representation is not identical for
all citizens. The EP’s principle of degressive pro-
portionality (referred to in Article 14 TEU) means
that MEPs from larger countries represent more
citizens than those from smaller countries: while
each of the 96 German MEPs represents 854,000
citizens, the six MEPs from Malta represent only
72,000 citizens each. This principle guarantees
that no country has fewer than six seats, while
still allowing larger member states to have more
seats in total. The method of selecting MEPs is also
not identical, as each member state applies its own

Eurostat and European Parliament, 2019

electoral procedure. European voters do not all get
to choose from the same list of candidates or even
the same list of parties, as the lists are determined
by member state. However, each of these points is
directly analogous to most national elections, in
which citizens choose from candidates standing in
local constituencies, which may not be the same
size. In principle, then, despite the somewhat
unique features of the EP elections resulting from
the fact that they take place in many different
countries with different electoral traditions, it is
fair to say that they guarantee EU citizens direct
representation at the EU level.

Additional expectations

The Lisbon Treaty introduced another passing
reference to the EP elections:

“7. Taking into account the elections to the
European Parliament and after having
held the appropriate consultations, the
European Council, acting by a qualified
majority, shall propose to the European
Parliament a candidate for President of the
Commission.” (Article 17 TEU)
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This raises the expectation that the election results
should in some way inform the decision of the
European Council to nominate a candidate for
President of the European Commission. However,
the treaty is vague on what exactly “taking into
account” should mean.

The Spitzenkandidat experiment is one interpreta-
tion of this phrasing. With each party presenting
a candidate for Commission President during
the EP election campaigns, proponents of the
Spitzenkandidat system hoped that there would
be a stronger link between the legislative and the
executive, as would be the case in most political
systems at the national level: the idea was that it
would strengthen and demonstrate the EP’s role
not only in supervising the Commission, but in
actually forming it in the first place.2° However,
this interpretation is disputed by others who feel
that the Spitzenkandidat idea goes too far in im-
plying that the largest party to emerge from the
elections has an automatic right to the position

of Commission President.?! The European Coun-
cil, in particular, wanted to maintain its ultimate
right to decide on the candidate for the position,
potentially including candidates who did not stand
as Spitzenkandidaten. Under this interpretation,
“taking into account” the result of the elections
does not necessarily require a defined procedure,
and should in any case only be one of the factors
informing the European Council’s decision.

Thus, although the treaties mention this role for
the EP elections, it remains a matter of debate and
it is not clear - for citizens or for experts — what
exactly should be expected when the elections are
over. One expert interviewed for this study sug-
gested that the role of the elections in determining
the Commission President is not yet embedded in
the culture of the EU’s political system: there is a
growing feeling that the election results should be
of some relevance for the selection of EU leader-
ship positions, but the formal link is still lacking.??

3. Assessment of the European Parliament
elections against six criteria of good

participation

In the following section, the European Parliament elections are assessed in relation to six criteria of good

participation: visibility, accessibility, representativeness, deliberativeness, transnationality and impact.

Visibility - high as an instrument,
but low for elections

In comparison with other EU-level participation in-
struments, the EP elections enjoy a very high profile;
but they are still considerably less visible than national
elections. The latest elections in 2019 appear to have
attracted somewhat more attention, potentially indi-
cating a changing trend.

EP elections are by far the most visible and
well-recognised means for citizens to participate
in EU politics. In comparison with the other in-
struments, they are well recognised and participa-

tion rates are very high. When asked which of the
instruments they have actually used, 53 percent of
citizens surveyed responded that they had voted in
the EP elections (a figure which is more or less in
line with the turnout figures of the 2019 election,
at 50.7 percent),?3 compared to just 11 percent for
the next-nearest instrument, the EP petitions.
Thus, it is clear that the EP elections are in a dif-
ferent category to the other instruments when it
comes to visibility and awareness.

However, EP elections are still in the shadow of
national elections. The figures may be impressive
when compared to other EU-level instruments,



|. Elections to the European Parliament: the cornerstone of EU citizen participation

but compared to national elections the EP elec-
tions fall short. They are generally perceived
by voters, parties/candidates and the media as
“second-order national” elections, or elections
that are primarily national in character but not
as significant as the national parliamentary or
presidential votes.?4 Indeed, to the extent that EP
elections are highly visible, much of this is due
to the fact that they have the force of national
parties behind them — and these parties bring the
elections directly into comparatively high-salience
national political spheres.?> In other words, there
is a much stronger political force behind the EP
elections than the other instruments, but this po-
litical force is national in nature and promotes the

EP elections mostly as a part of a national political
story rather than a Europe-wide one.26

The elections are “second-order national” not only
in terms of how they are perceived by citizens and
the media, but also in terms of the effort and re-
sources put in by national political parties, which
generally do not invest much in the campaigns.?’
Where there are exceptions, this may have more to
do with the timing of the election in the national
political ‘story’ than with any special interest in
the EU: the German Greens, for example, used the
2019 elections, which came at a time when they
were increasing their profile nationally, to further
boost their position, as they were already mobi-

FIGURE 26 Expert views on the European Parliament elections - criteria of good participation

How high or low do the European Parliament elections score in relation to six criteria of good participation?
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The above scores are the result of an expert survey conducted among 59 EU democracy experts.

The standard deviation indicates how much the expert scores are spread out from the mean.
The smaller the standard deviation, the closer the scores are to the mean.
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lised in response to climate issues and opposing
the extreme right.8 In most cases, national parties
do not make their European affiliations clear, and
when confronted with a ballot paper offering the
same options as national elections, there is little
incentive for a citizen to act as a European voter
rather than a national one.?9

Despite these limitations, there are some indica-
tions that the EP elections are increasing in visi-
bility and importance, and potentially beginning

FIGURE 27 Voter turnout in the 2019 European Parliament elections
by nationality
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to shed some of their national focus. The most
obvious indication of this effect is that during the
2019 elections, the turnout rose for the first time.
EP elections have historically recorded a lower
turnout rate at each vote, declining from 62 per-
cent in the first elections in 1979 to just 42.6 per-
cent in 2014 — well below the average turnout in
most national elections, which is typically around
65 percent.3° In 2019 the turnout figure rose to
50.7 percent, suggesting that the trend may be re-
versing. However, some experts have warned that
comparing historical data for EP election turnout
is difficult as each election was effectively for a
different Union: the process of enlargement means
that the EU has expanded to include more member
states with typically lower turnout rates. Among
the nine member states that participated in the
first elections in 1979, turnout remained relatively
steady until 2014.3! It rose in 2019 in most member
states, although in many this was a rather modest
rise. The overall increase in the average appears to
be driven largely by a small number of significant
increases — most notably in the largest member
state, Germany, where turnout rose from 48.1
percent in 2014 to 61.4 percent in 2019.32

Nevertheless, there is a general feeling that the
significance of the EP elections is increasing as
a result of the higher salience of European or in-
ternational political issues. Many of the experts
interviewed for this study referred to recent crises
that affected the whole EU as a motivating factor
for citizens to take the EP elections more seriously.
In particular, the climate crisis, Brexit, the migra-
tion crisis in 2015 and financial shocks during and
after the Eurozone crisis are all recent events that
have highlighted the need for a common EU re-
sponse, thus raising the profile of EU politics and
the importance of EP elections for many citizens.
A Eurobarometer survey found that in 2019 a sig-
nificantly higher proportion of EU citizens felt that
it was their duty as citizens to vote in EP elections
(52 percent, up from 43 percent in 2014).33

Another important factor that distinguished 2019
from earlier elections is the fact that Eurosceptic
or populist forces engaged far more seriously with
the vote, seeing an opportunity to increase their
voice: one interviewee referred to the media at-
tention given to former Donald Trump aide Steve
Bannon’s attempt to make a mark on the EP elec-
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tions by founding a new movement and trying to
coordinate European far-right parties.3* This re-
veals that actors across the political spectrum are
beginning to take the EP elections more seriously
as an important political event in their own right,
rather than merely national skirmishes ahead of
more significant national elections. On the other
hand, the traditional parties of government on the
centre-left and centre-right mostly did poorly in
the 2019 election, with small parties and protest
parties doing well, suggesting the EP elections
attract protest votes more than established tra-
ditional options.35

The Spitzenkandidat experiment was partly in-
tended to raise the profile of the elections, and
may have had some success in doing so. The aim
of the procedure was to “make the European elec-
tions more relevant” and to “foster the political
awareness of European citizens in the run-up to
the European elections”.3¢ In the view of many
experts and candidates, the process boosted the
visibility of the elections not only because people
could recognise ‘their’ candidate - an effect that
may only be limited to particular countries or
parties — but because it introduced an element of
competition and drama through a confrontation
between candidates for high office.37 The unex-
pectedly good result for the Dutch Labour Party
during the 2019 election has been explained in this
way, as the Party of European Socialists’ candi-
date Frans Timmermans was closely associated
with the party.3® One study has found that there
was indeed a correlation between Spitzenkandidat
campaigning and higher turnout locally.39 But
in countries where the Spitzenkandidaten are not
visible, because they don’t speak the local lan-
guage or have no connection to national politics,
the whole element of confrontation between
candidates was played down or absent. Thus, if
there was a ‘Spitzenkandidat effect’ it was limited
to places where the candidates could be especially
active: mostly, countries where they already had
a political profile or French-, German- or Eng-
lish-speaking countries where multiple candidates
could campaign and debate.4°

The visibility of the elections and individual
candidates also depends on the voting system.
Each country applies its own voting system to the
elections: while each country uses a list system,

some use ‘closed’ lists (where the order of the
candidates is decided by the party) while others
have a system of ‘open’ lists or preferential voting,
allowing voters to assign preferences to individ-
ual candidates. Research has demonstrated that
candidates conduct more active campaigns and
take greater measures to increase their profile in
countries where there are open lists: this system
contributes to more personified and therefore
more visible elections.4! In Finland, for example,
many citizens can name the country’s MEPs be-
cause they try very hard to raise their profiles;4?
in Austria, former Freedom Party leader H.C.
Strache was boosted from 42" place to the top
of the party list after resigning his position in the
national government, receiving more than 37,000
first-preference votes;43 in Ireland, there is a
strong tradition of independent candidates who
carry out very personal campaigns. Thus, voters
experience the EP elections differently depending
on the electoral system used in their countries,
with higher profiles for individual candidates gen-
erally leading to higher visibility and more media
coverage.

Accessibility - a simple cross in a box

EP elections are generally simple to participate in, and
open to EU citizens wherever they live in the Union.
However, participation opportunities vary according
to national electoral procedures, and exercising the
right to vote is not always straightforward for those
who live abroad.

“There is nothing easier than putting a cross in
a box.”%44 The EP elections are straightforward to
participate in, using the same means as any other
election to cast a ballot. By their nature, elections
are restricted to a single ‘event’ rather than being
accessible on a constant basis like some other in-
struments; but during that event, participation is
as simple as visiting a polling station and marking
a ballot paper.

Accessibility varies somewhat between countries,
in line with national voting procedures. Some
countries also have other means to participate for
those who cannot or do not want to participate in
person: in Estonia, for example, electronic voting
over the internet has been available for all elec-
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FIGURE 28 Expatriates who want to vote in European Parliament elections often face problems in

their country of nationality

European citizens living in another EU country can choose whether they participate in the European
election either in their country of residence or their country of nationality.

Question asked: When you voted in the recent European Parliament elections, did you face any [...]

difficulties as a result of living abroad?

Expatriates who voted for a party
from their country of residence

No issue

82

In percent Don’t know
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tions since 2005, and in the 2019 EP elections 46.7
percent of Estonian voters opted for this method.45
Most countries provide an option for postal vot-
ing, but in some countries, such as Bulgaria, only
voting in person is possible.4® The accessibility of
the elections therefore varies somewhat between
countries in line with their usual election proce-
dures, but is generally at a very high level.

Beyond the physical act of delivering a ballot,
there are certain other features of different voting
systems that are relevant for accessibility. For ex-
ample, in Austria and Malta the voting age is 16,
and in Greece it is 17, meaning that 16-18-year-
olds from these countries can vote in EP elections,
but not those from other member states. The Eu-
ropean Parliament has passed a resolution calling
for 16 to become the new standard throughout the
Union, but this has not yet been ratified by the
member states.47

Voting is open to EU citizens living outside their
country of origin — but this is not without issues.
The franchise for EP elections includes all EU cit-
izens regardless of where in the Union they reside:
this means that EU citizens who are resident in a
country where they do not hold citizenship can
still vote (or stand as a candidate), with a choice of

Source: Eurobarometer, 2019

Expatriates who voted for a party
from their country of nationality
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whether they want to vote for candidates in their
country of citizenship or in their country of resi-
dence. However, they have to register proactively,
with no automatic system in place guaranteeing
their place on the electoral roll, meaning that in
practice many people are not aware of their voting
rights.4® In 2019, of the 14 million voting-age EU
citizens living in other EU countries, 5.5 million
registered to vote in their country of citizenship,
and only 1.3 million in their country of residence
— less than half of eligible voters.49 Many of those
who do attempt to vote face issues with doing so,
such as unclear information about the registration
procedure, missed deadlines for postal votes, or
excessive queues at embassies and consulates.5°

Representativeness - the formal
channel of EU representative
democracy

EP elections are the instrument that allows European
citizens to be formally represented in an EU institu-
tion, thus making it representative in a way that other
instruments are not. In practice, however, there is still
arepresentation gap, as turnout is not equal among all
countries and demographic groups.
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The EP elections are the only citizen participation
instrument in the EU that aims for full represent-
ativeness, and the Parliament is the only EU insti-
tution designed to be “a microcosm of European
society”.5! Voting is open to all EU citizens, and
the constitution of the Parliament chamber that
results from the election is in theory representa-
tive of the full diversity of Europe.

Low turnout and considerable gaps in voting-be-
haviour among different countries and societal
groups has prevented the EP elections from be-
coming fully representative. Even despite the 2019
election’s stronger showing for young and first-
time voters (42 percent of under-25s voted, up
from only 28 percent in 2014 ), older people remain
more likely to vote (52 percent and 54 percent of
the 40-54 and 55+ age groups).>> Men vote in
larger numbers than women (54 percent turnout
vs. 51 percent), and those who are more highly
educated are also significantly more likely to
vote than those without higher education (e.g. 50
percent turnout among those who left education
aged 16—19; 61 percent among those who finished
education in their twenties).53 And while each
member state is appropriately represented accord-
ing to the principle of degressive proportionality,
turnout varies enormously among member states.
Some countries implement compulsory voting and
thus have very high turnout rates (e.g. 88 percent
in Belgium), while many countries from Central
and Eastern Europe record very low rates (e.g.
23 percent in Slovakia, up from just 13 percent in
2014). Most of these gaps are not unique to the
European elections,>4 but the lower overall turnout
in EP elections tends to magnify their effect.55

Politically, the chamber is becoming more di-
verse. The result of the 2019 elections was a poor
showing for established ‘traditional’ parties on
the centre-left and centre-right, with a variety of
new parties and other political movements gaining
ground: most notably the Greens, Liberals, and
various shades of Eurosceptic or populist parties.
While this reflects a changing political scene across
Europe, it also indicates changes in attitudes
towards the EP elections among certain parties.
In previous elections, many populist parties did
not pay much attention to EP elections or did not
participate much in them. Their resulting under-
representation in the Parliament chamber, despite

FIGURE 29 The biggest participation gaps:
whose voices were absent during
the 2019 European Parliament
elections?

In percent
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Whether citizens agree to the statement
“My voice counts the EU”

“My voice counts”

x Disagree 39

Agree 68

Explanation:

The datais based on the 2019 post-election Eurobarometer
survey, with a total sample of 27,464 participants. The ‘share of
voters’ column shows the proportion of people who actually
voted in an election within their respective group. 43 percent of
voters aged 55+ means that of all citizens who voted, 43 percent
were 55 and above. The share of population was calculated
through the proportions of citizens who voted and did not vote in
a given group (e.g. citizens aged 55+ represent 43 percent of
those who voted and 35 percent of those who did not vote in the
election) against the overall turnout in the 2019 EP elections
(50.66 percent). Note that the share of population calculated may
differ from the actual share of population. This is particularly due
to the biases that come with post-election surveys such as the
2019 Eurobarometer, since non-voters tend to participate less in
such surveys than voters, and non-voters are less inclined to label
themselves as “non-voters”.

Source: Eurobarometer, 2019
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FIGURE 30 Differences in voter turnout between
the 2014 and 2019 European
Parliament elections
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around 25 percent of European voters expressing
support for such parties,56 was a matter of concern
for the true representativeness of the institution.
With these parties now engaging more with the
Parliament’s procedures, it is coming closer to a
true reflection of the diversity of Europe.

“I think it is positively healthy for
the European project that there are
Eurosceptics getting elected to the
European Parliament. Because the
European Parliament is actually meant to

be a microcosm of the pluralist views of
the European public on European issues.
So, in that sense | actually think that

the elections have been very successful

in creating a chamber which really does
represent the plurality of citizens’ views
across Europe and all the key issues of the
day. That is not the case in the Commission;
that is not the case in the Council. The
European Parliament does then become
this microcosm of European society, which
is one of the major roles of representative
institutions.””

In other ways too, the representation gap appears
to be closing, with younger citizens participat-
ing in greater numbers than before. The figures
mentioned above represent a significant increase
in young people’s participation compared with
previous elections, with turnout in the under-25
age group increasing by 14 percentage points and
in the 25-39 age group by 12 points between 2014
and 2019.58

The diversity of candidates selected as MEPs re-
mains somewhat low. While the numbers of un-
derrepresented profiles in the Parliament chamber
are increasing, they remain some distance from
a true reflection of the diversity of Europe. The
proportion of female MEPs, for example, has in-
creased from 37 percent in 2014 to 39.4 percent in
2019 - in this respect the EP has a better gender
balance than many national parliaments, but is
still a long way from a 50-50 split. Gender di-
versity among MEPs also varies among countries,
with all six Cypriot MEPs being men.>% There are
very few ethnic minorities among MEPs, espe-
cially after the UK representatives withdrew from
the Parliament following Brexit, and MEPs are
predominantly older, with an average age of 50.
However, the representativeness of the chamber
is a different matter from the representativeness
of the elections themselves. The instrument
itself allows for equal representation; while the
resulting makeup of the Parliament may not be so
diverse, this is not in itself an indication that the
instrument does not function as intended.
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FIGURE 31 Representation of women in the European Parliament in 2019, by country
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Deliberativeness - second-order
campaign debates

The election campaigns provoke a certain degree of
deliberation, especially the latest election in 2019.
However, this is limited by the low profile of the elec-
tions and the fact they take place almost entirely in
national contexts.

Election campaigns by their very nature stir up
debate and get discussion going on policy issues.
The EP elections are no exception to this. By en-
gaging parties, candidates, and voters in a political
contest, the elections provide a platform for a great
deal of debate, especially via the media. However,
as the EP elections are generally less prominent
than other campaigns such as national, local or
regional elections, the level of deliberation they
provoke is also lower.%° The issues raised tend to
be national, or at least couched in national terms,
meaning that EP elections often end up rehashing

Source: European Parliament

| BertelsmannStiftung

arguments and talking points from national elec-
tions rather than opening up entirely new areas
of debate (see also Transnationality, below). It is
thus rather unsurprising to see that the experts
surveyed for this study were split in their inter-
pretation of the instrument’s deliberativeness:
on the one hand, it has huge potential and clearly
kick-starts debate on a larger scale than the other
instruments analysed; on the other, this poten-
tial is largely unfulfilled so long as the elections
remain “second-order national” rather than true
European elections that occupy their own niche in
the political debate.

The 2019 election represented a greater engage-
ment with European issues. As mentioned above
(under Visibility), several experts and politicians
have described the 2019 elections as a turning
point, with topics of cross-border relevance gain-
ing a far higher profile than in the past. Some have
also noted that the occasion of the EP elections
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has also begun to engage civil society on European
issues a lot more, contributing to the beginnings
of a Europe-wide debate and community on cer-
tain topics such as climate change.! Thus, even if
there is still some distance to go before the general
public is consistently engaged on EU issues, the
EP elections are increasingly making their mark
in the political calendar.

The Spitzenkandidaten experiment introduced
high-level debates between candidates. A num-
ber of televised debates were held in both 2014
and 2019 featuring Spitzenkandidaten from the
largest party groups — from one-on-one debates
with the two frontrunners (the candidates of the
European People’s Party and the Party of European
Socialists) to ‘Eurovision debates’ featuring all the
main candidates. These debates represented one of
the few venues for European issues to be debated
without a national focus. For example, the final
debate in 2019 covered issues such as a common

European minimum wage, a European business
tax, and solidarity efforts to assist in controlling
the EU’s external border — issues that would not
normally be discussed in the context of a pure-
ly national campaign.6> However, it is unclear
whether the debates ultimately made much of an
impact on citizens’ views or the election campaign
as a whole. While they were broadcast prominently
in some countries, in others they were relegated
to small television channels with fewer viewers.%3

There is little to no dialogue between national
parties and their European-level counterparts.
The elections are contested by national parties,
and voters have the opportunity to choose can-
didates from lists representing these parties. In
the Parliament, however, MEPs sit according
to a European-level affiliation and much of the
debate and voting takes place along party lines,
following the positions of the European parties
and their parliamentary groups. In practice this

FIGURE 32 Members of the European Parliament are on average older than many of their counterparts

in member states’ parliaments

Comparing the average age of MEPs to that of members of parliament* in selected EU countries
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means that the debates within a given party group
at the European level in most cases are never
reflected at the national level or discussed with
voters directly.®4 For example, a national party
that supports the use of nuclear energy may join
the European Greens, which oppose nuclear; but
this conflicting position between the national and
European affiliations is generally not apparent to
voters in the EP elections.

Transnationality - mostly national in
debate and procedure

Although EP elections take place more or less simul-
taneously across the whole Union, they remain mostly
unconnected elections in each member state, with the
debate framed in national terms and the procedure
depending on national electoral laws.

In terms of procedure, the elections are different
in every member state. Each member state applies
its own electoral laws, uses its own voting system
(open or closed lists), and has its own rules or
traditions about how elections should be conduct-
ed. For example, the EP elections do not even all
happen on the same day, but are spread out across
four days: while most member states generally
hold elections on Sundays, the traditional election
day is Thursday in the Netherlands and the UK,
Friday for Ireland, and Saturday for Latvia, Malta
and Slovakia — with the Czech Republic splitting
its elections over Friday and Saturday.¢5 Effective-
ly, with the exception of the fact that they are all
electing members to the same institution, the EP
elections in each country do not have that much
in common.

The debate around EP elections is also generally
tailored to national audiences. As “second-order
national” elections, EP election campaigns tend
to focus on national policy questions more than
European ones. The national parties have little
motivation to compete on EU issues when they
could instead use the elections as another oppor-
tunity to repeat their national campaign messages,
treating it as a skirmish ahead of the next ‘more
important’ election. Typically, the only parties to
make a big deal out of the EP elections or treat
them differently from national elections have been
Eurosceptics who run single-issue campaigns di-

rected against the EU, such as the United Kingdom
Independence Party (UKIP). Many mainstream
parties, meanwhile, are themselves divided on
the issue of Europe and so have little incentive to
really engage with European issues in their cam-
paigns.®¢ Even the EP itself, in its outreach cam-
paigns, must adapt its get-out-the-vote message
to national circumstances in order to be heard.57
As with deliberation, there is a rather even split
between the experts surveyed for this study with
regard to the question of transnationality, perhaps
reflecting the fact it is a very transnational in-
strument by design that has not yet fulfilled its
potential in this area.

“People tend to think of the European
Parliament as a sort of extension of their
own national parliamentary experiences.
So a Frenchman will think of the European
Parliament rather differently to a German,
for example.”8

Attempts to increase the transnational dimension
of the elections have promise, but are yet to meet
with wide acceptance. Although there is still no
truly European public debate around the elections,
an extra European dimension was added through
the Spitzenkandidaten process, at least for those
who followed it. One interviewee felt that turning
the Spitzenkandidat competitions into a bigger,
longer-term contest similar to the US primaries,
where candidates must visit every part of the
continent to gather support, would encourage
more media coverage, increase the European side
of the debate and get it beyond merely national
discussions.%?

Besides Spitzenkandidaten, the other big reform
proposal on the table for EP elections is that of
transnational lists. By arranging for a certain
number of candidates to stand not for national or
regional constituencies, but a single Europe-wide
constituency, this idea aims to Europeanise the
whole process by requiring voters to select from a
second list where the candidates do not represent
national parties, but European ones. This would
have the effect of strengthening the Europe-
an-level parties,’° and potentially help to turn
the EP elections from second-order to first-order
elections by making them a qualitatively different
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contest to any kind of national election, with the
European-level debate potentially also spilling
over to the constituency list candidates.”

So far, however, neither of these ideas have met
with support from the European Council: no
move towards adopting transnational lists has
been made, while the Spitzenkandidat experiment
(which always remained informal) did not work
smoothly in 2019, making its future uncertain.

Impact - citizens shape the chamber

The EP elections determine the composition of the Par-
liament chamber, thereby having a strong direct effect
unlike that of any other participation instrument. But
beyond this formal impact, the influence of the elec-
tions themselves on EU politics is somewhat limited.

There is an undeniable direct impact, guaranteed
by the treaties, between the EP elections and the
makeup of the European Parliament. This is the
only method by which MEPs may be selected, and
the only way in which citizens can exert a direct
and binding choice on an EU institution. The in-
strument therefore effectively fulfils the purpose
of elections: the formal procedure of filling a
parliamentary chamber with candidates selected
by the citizens.

But the promised impact on the selection of the
Commission presidency has not materialised.
The Spitzenkandidaten process did not work out
in 2019, and the link between the election result
and the creation of the new Commission is rather
unclear. For the moment, the EP elections remain
an instrument that impacts only one institution
directly — the Parliament itself.

“Politically the elections don’t really matter
much.”72 While the exact makeup of the Par-
liament changes as a result of the elections, the
nature of the institution — where outright major-
ities are rare and compromises and coalitions are
required to pass anything — means that it makes
relatively little difference overall if the balance
of the chamber is somewhat further to the left
or to the right.” For voters, it is quite difficult to
see how things have changed as a result of their
votes, unlike in a national election where there is

usually a clear winner. While the EP does play an
enormously important role in the EU’s legislative
procedure (and its powers have been steadily
growing over time), the complex decision-making
process and the fact that the EP has no right of in-
itiative makes it hard to identify a clear connection
between the vote and the EU policies that follow.
Changes at the EU level are slow, and it takes a
long time to perceive changes of direction, with
the policy process often lasting years. This makes
it difficult to communicate to voters the direct
impact of their participation via the elections.74

An opposing view is that the somewhat more di-
verse — or fractured — Parliament that resulted
from the 2019 elections has also contributed to a
lower level of ambition in what the Commission is
prepared to put forward. With a higher proportion
of anti-EU forces represented in the Parliament,
and a pro-EU faction divided between four large
party groups, some experts have voiced concern
that legislation will be held up or blocked in the
Parliament to a greater extent than before. In this
view, the EP elections have an indirect effect on
what the Commission proposes, as it must take
into account what is likely to pass through the
Parliament.”>

However, the elections play a very important role
in agenda-setting. As the only time in a typical
political cycle when the whole of the European
public is asked to give indications of their political
desires and requests, the EP election campaigns
are an opportunity to define the future direction
of the EU. The priorities of the new Commission
following the elections generally reflect topics that
were prominent subjects of debate during the elec-
tions.7® Rhetorically, the Commission frequently
refers to the debates and outcome of the EP elec-
tions in justifying its policy initiatives. By deciding
the shape of the Parliament, elections typically
also decide the general direction of EU policies.
But as the Parliament is not the only institution
that decides this, it cannot set the agenda alone:
the Commission, as the only institution with the
right of initiative, makes proposals, and a major-
ity in the Parliament is not enough to approve a
proposal as there must be a similar majority in the
Council.77 Nevertheless, as the body with the most
direct connection with the citizens, the voice of the
Parliament has significant rhetorical effect.
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FIGURE 33 The European Parliament elections through the lens of six criteria of good participation
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In comparison with other EU-level
participation instruments, the EP
elections enjoy a very high profile; but
they are still considerably less visible than
national elections. The latest elections in
2019 appear to have attracted somewhat
more attention, potentially indicating a
changing trend.

Accessibility

EP elections are generally simple to
participate in, and open to EU citizens
wherever they live in the Union. However,
participation opportunities vary according
to national electoral procedures, and
exercising the right to vote is not always
straightforward for those who live abroad.

Representativeness

EP elections are the instrument that allows
European citizens to be formally represented
in an EU institution, thus making it repre-
sentative in a way that other instruments are
not. In practice, however, there is still a
representation gap, as turnout is not equal
among all demographic groups.
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Deliberativeness

The election campaigns provoke a certain
degree of deliberation, especially the
latest election in 2019. However, this is
limited by the low profile of the elections
and the fact that they take place almost
entirely in national contexts.

Transnationality

Although EP elections take place more or
less simultaneously across the whole
Union, they remain mostly unconnected
elections in each member state, with the
debate framed in national terms and the
procedure depending on national
electoral laws.

©

Impact

The EP elections determine the
composition of the Parliament chamber,
thereby having a strong direct effect unlike
that of any other participation instrument.
But beyond this formal impact, the influence
of the elections themselves on EU politics is
somewhat limited.
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4. Conclusion

The European Parliament elections are unlike
every other participation instrument. They are the
only one with a direct binding impact on an EU in-
stitution, namely the Parliament and the composi-
tion of its chamber. They are thus the foundation
of European representative democracy, but also
unite representative and participative democracy
by being the moment when citizens across Europe
cast their ballots to declare their preferences for
the future direction of the Union.

However, that moment of European participation,
and the elections’ potential as an instrument
of citizen participation at the EU level, are held
back by the fact that they still function primarily
as national elections. Procedurally, they unfold
differently in each member state according to
national electoral laws, while the debate remains
very much framed in national terms, effectively
leading to 27 different national elections rather
than a single cohesive event. Furthermore, the EP
elections generally do not even play a very sig-
nificant role in the national political calendar, as
they remain “second order” - less important than
other political events that may shape representa-
tion closer to home. The result of this effect is not
only that the elections fail to reach the standard
of visibility that their importance in the EU system
suggests they deserve: it also means that the vote
fails to express the will of European citizens on EU
policy issues, instead reflecting a conglomeration
of national interests.”

This predominantly national focus may be starting
to change as issues of cross-border impact — such
as the climate - gain in importance, which could
lead to European-level politics becoming more
significant for voters. Much has been made of the
growing participation of youth and the first ever

increase in turnout in the 2019 elections — but at
51 percent, it is still considerably lower than most
national elections and arguably problematic for
the EU’s democratic legitimacy, with the instru-
ment’s theoretically very high representativeness
suffering as a result. The picture is still worse in
some countries, notably newer member states in
Central and Eastern Europe, where turnout strug-
gles even to exceed 30 percent.

The second-order national character of the EP
elections is well-recognised among academics and
EU officials alike, and there is a general consensus
among policymakers that increasing the elections’
European character would be desirable. There is
no shortage of ideas of how this might be done,
but they each face practical or political hurdles:
the Spitzenkandidat experiment may have played
a limited role in boosting contestation and delib-
eration by putting a face to voters’ party options,
but ultimately it failed to work in 2019 when the
European Council declined to select the Commis-
sion President from among the candidates who
put themselves forward. The idea of transnational
lists, which would theoretically Europeanise the
debate while also giving all citizens a chance to
vote for a Spitzenkandidat, was rejected by the Par-
liament itself in favour of merely reducing the size
of the chamber. Neither formalising the Spitzen-
kandidat procedure nor introducing transnational
lists would necessarily turn the EP elections into
a genuinely European event in one stroke, but
the reluctance among high-level decision makers
to engage seriously with the ideas indicates that
further cultural change and political will is needed
to overcome the EP election stalemate. Cultural
change will also be needed in national politics, so
that candidates start to treat the EP elections as
something distinct from national campaigns.
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) ll. The European Citizens' Initiative:

an unfulfilled promise

Established in April 2012, the European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) allows one million EU citizens to
invite the European Commission to propose legislation. Within the first nine years, 102 initiatives
have been started and six of these have been successful in collecting the necessary signatures. The
ECl is a network catalyst and it brings new topics on the EU’s agenda. However, true success stories

remain lacking: only one of the “successfu

I”

initiatives has had its core demands translated into EU

legislation. In order to make this instrument a success, all EU institutions need to do more to ensure

that citizens’ voices and efforts are taken seriously.

The ECl process in six steps

STEP 1

v

STEP 2

STEP 3

STEP 4

STEP 5

STEP 6

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE
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Seven EU citizens from seven EU countries
develop a proposal for a citizens’ initiative

European Commission
assesses the admissibility of the proposal

ECl organisers
collect one million signatures in at least seven EU
countries

European Parliament
organises a public hearing and holds a plenary debate

European Commission
assesses whether and how to follow up on the
initiative

European Commission
implements follow-up actions

Strengths

-

. I
Agenda-setting
The instrument has brought new items on to the European
political radar.

Transnationality
This is the only instrument that stimulates citizens to
collaborate with citizens from other countries.

Accessibility
It has become significantly easier for people to start
citizens’ initiatives.
o J
Shortcomings
KQ Visibility )
Only a very small proportion of EU citizens know that the
instrument exists.
Q Digital campaigning infrastructure
Organisers are limited in their opportunities to campaign
digitally - only very few reach the one million threshold.
Q Impact
The follow-up given to ‘successful’ initiatives is not in line
with organisers’ hopes and expectations - success stories
remain scarce.
N\ %

Source: own illustration

| BertelsmannStiftung
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1. Introduction

The European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) allows one
million EU citizens to invite the European Com-
mission to propose legislation. The instrument
came into being in 2012, making it the world’s first
ever instrument of transnational, participatory and
digital democracy. Initiatives can be launched by
seven EU citizens residing in seven EU countries. If
an initiative is deemed admissible by the Commis-
sion, it is registered and then organisers have one
year to collect one million signatures from at least
seven EU countries. Since its inception in 2012, 102
initiatives have been started and six of these have
been officially recognised as ‘successful’ in their
signature collection effort.!

The history of the ECI

The ECI has its origins in the Convention on the
Future of Europe that took place from February
2002 until July 2003. While the draft Constitution-
al Treaty coming out of the Convention process
never saw the light of day due to negative referen-
dum results in France and in the Netherlands in
2005, the ECI found its way into the Lisbon Treaty,
which came into effect on 1 December 2009. By
means of the ECI, citizens were granted the same
agenda-setting right as the EU’s co-legislators —
the European Parliament and the Council — while
respecting the Commission’s exclusive prerogative
to propose legislation.? Following the end of the
Convention, it was almost a decade before the first
ECI regulation came into effect. The long wait led
to rising expectations: was the ECI the answer to
the long-debated democratic deficit in the Euro-
pean Union?

From the start of the first regulation in April 2012,
we can differentiate between three phases in the
historical development of this instrument: the
period until April 2017, characterised by teething
problems and unmet expectations; the period
from April 2017 until December 2019, which saw
the reform and revival of the instrument, fol-
lowing a number of important court rulings and
the announcement of the legislative revision; and
the current period from January 2020, which has

brought new beginnings in uncertain times, fol-
lowing the entry into force of the new regulation
and the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Phase 1 - April 2012 to April 2017:
teething problems and unmet expectations

The launch of the ECI in April 2012 came with high
expectations.3 Before the end of 2012, a total of
23 requests to register an ECI were submitted —
a number that has not been reached again in a
comparable period. A first source of frustration in
this period was the high number of ECIs which
the Commission refused to register, mostly be-
cause they were allegedly beyond the scope of EU
competence. In the case of two of these — Minority
Safepack4 and Stop TTIP5 — organisers went to the
Court of Justice, which found the Commission
mistaken in its assessment, in rulings published
in February® and May 20177 respectively. A second
source of frustration was the Commission’s soft-
ware for online signature collection. According to
one stakeholder, “for the first half year the ECI
online collection system of the Commission did
not work at all.”® The Commission compensated
for this by extending the collection period for ECIs
registered by 31 October 2012.9 Of the first wave of
23 ECIs, only three managed to reach the signature
threshold: Right2Water,'° Stop Vivisection' and One
of Us.2 It was the perceived lack of follow-up on
these ECIs that turned disappointment into scep-
ticism about the potential of the ECI, resulting in
a historically low number of ECIs in 2016, with
only three new initiatives registered in 2016, and
no new successful ECIs after the aforementioned
three registered in 2012.

Phase 2 - April 2017 to December 2019:
reform and revival

From the beginning, the Commission has been
under pressure to address the problems experi-
enced with this new instrument.’3 In addition to
civil society, various EU institutions and bodies
added to this pressure: the European Ombudsman
started an own-initiative inquiry on the ECI in
December 2013 in order “to investigate the proper
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functioning of the ECI procedure and the Com-
mission’s role and responsibility in this regard” .14
Furthermore, as early as October 2015, the Euro-
pean Parliament called upon the Commission to
revise the regulation in an own-initiative report
developed in response to the Commission’s first
three-year review of the regulation.’> In response
to the pressure, the Commission addressed some
of the problems through non-legislative action:
it made improvements to the Commission soft-
ware for online signature collection and it started
registering ECIs that were at least partially within
the scope of EU competence, thereby significantly
reducing the number of ECIs that were rejected.
However, it was only in April 2017 — during the
annual ECI Day?® at the European Economic and
Social Committee (EESC) — that it committed to
launching a legislative revision of the instrument.
Additionally, it decided to set up an online collab-
orative platform - now known as the ECI Forum
— and a communication campaign for the ECI. It
was also during the first half of 2017 that a fourth

FIGURE 34 Historical development of the ECI
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successful ECI emerged: Stop Glyphosate'? collected
the necessary signatures in a record time of less
than six months. Following these developments,
a new wave of ECIs emerged, with the number of
registered ECIs reaching the same level in 2019 as
in the peak year of 2012: 16 registered initiatives.

Phase 3 - January 2020 onward:
a new beginning in uncertain times

During the period of legislative revision of the
instrument, the Commission was careful to avoid
creating high hopes, trying to prevent a repetition
of the scenario that unfolded with the launch of
the instrument in 2012: ‘expectation manage-
ment’ was at the heart of First Vice-President
Frans Timmermans’ message when presenting
the Commission’s proposal for a new regulation
to the Constitutional Affairs Committee of the
European Parliament in November 2018.18 After a
lengthy negotiation process concluded in Decem-
ber 2018, the new regulation came into effect on

M ECls refused registration ECls successful

/'\\_/)/.\
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1 January 2020. Timmermans’ note of caution is
mirrored in the objectives of the new regulation:

“This Regulation aims to make the European
citizens’ initiative more accessible, less
burdensome and easier to use for organisers
and supporters, and to strengthen its follow-
up in order to achieve its full potential as a
tool to foster debate. It should also facilitate
the participation of as many citizens as
possible in the democratic decision-making

process of the Union.”?

The changes in the Regulation are mainly expected
to improve the accessibility of the instrument.
However, in parallel to the adoption of the new
Regulation, the European Parliament also agreed
to change its Rules of Procedure, making plenary
debates on ‘successful’ ECIs a standard element
in the follow-up procedure.?? The impact of the
overall reform of the instrument, as well as the
investment in the ECI Forum and the communi-
cations campaign, remains to be seen. The start
of the new regulation has been disrupted by the
outbreak of the COVID-19 virus, which led the
EU institutions to adopt temporary measures to
mitigate the impact of the pandemic on the ECI.2
As part of these measures, organisers of ongoing
ECIs received a six-month extension for signature
collection, and two further three-month exten-
sions afterwards.??

The legal basis of the ECl and its
modus operandi

The founding document of the ECI is the Treaty
of Lisbon:

“Not less than one million citizens who
are nationals of a significant number of
Member States may take the initiative of
inviting the European Commission, within
the framework of its powers, to submit
any appropriate proposal on matters
where citizens consider that a legal act of
the Union is required for the purpose of
implementing the Treaties.”23

While the Treaty article sets the framework con-
ditions for the functioning of the instrument, the
details and concrete procedures are decided by
means of the ordinary legislative procedure, with
the European Parliament and the Council acting as
co-legislators. Regulation (EU) 2019/78824 came
into effect on 1 January 2020, replacing the original
ECI regulation - Regulation (EU) No 211/2011.25 Fur-
ther details related to online signature collection are
specified by means of Commission Implementing
Regulation (EU) 2019/1799. Lastly, the European
Parliament’s Rules of Procedure include a number
of rules related to the ECI (Rules 222 and 230).26

Citizens’ initiatives can only be established by seven
EU citizens residing in seven EU countries — the
group of organisers. They need to agree on the
title and objectives of the initiative, after which
they can submit a request for registration to the
European Commission. The Commission replies
within two months (or sometimes four), explaining
its decision to (partially) register or not to register
the initiative with reference to the criteria set out
in the Regulation.?” If an initiative is registered,
organisers have six months to schedule the official
launch of their signature collection campaign. Once
the collection starts, organisers have one year to
collect a total of one million signatures and reach
the designated signature thresholds in at least seven
EU countries.?8 Signatures are collected both offline
- on paper — and online by means of the Commis-
sion’s central online collection system.?9 Once the
collection period is over, organisers need to group
the signatures by nationality and submit them for
verification to the competent national authorities
within three months. Verification should take a
maximum of three months, after which organisers
submit the signature collection certificates from
national authorities to the Commission. Upon
receiving the necessary certificates, a six-month
examination period begins: organisers are invited
for a meeting with the Commission within a month
and are invited to participate in a public hearing in
the European Parliament within three months. After
this hearing, the European Parliament will hold a
debate in plenary about the ECI. At the end of this
examination procedure, the Commission issues a
response to a ‘successful’ initiative in the form of a
communication, explaining “the action it intends to
take, if any, and its reasons for taking or not taking
action” .30

77



Under Construction: Citizen Participation in the European Union

78

2. Assessment of the ECl against its stated

objectives

In the following section, the ECl is assessed in relation to its own stated objectives. The objectives are
derived from article 11 of the Treaty on European Union and Regulation (EU) No 211/2011 on the citizens’

initiative.

To allow EU citizens to invite the
European Commission to submit a
legislative proposal

Initially, the EU Commission was very strict
on admissibility — but it relaxed over time. In
the early years of the ECI, from 2012 to 2014, 40
percent of all ECI proposals were rejected by the
Commission, which deemed many of them outside

of its competence to act. However, the Commis-
sion was overruled twice by the General Court
and changed its approach. In the case of the Stop
TTIP ECI, for example, the Commission initially
refused to register the ECI based on the institu-
tional grounds that negotiations were ongoing
with the Council. The Court argued in reply: “far
from amounting to an interference in an ongoing
legislative procedure, ECI proposals constitute an
expression of the effective participation of citizens

FIGURE 35 Expert views on ECI performance - stated objectives

How well or how poorly does the ECI perform in relation to its stated objectives?

1 2 Score 3] 4
Objective 1
Objective 2
Objective 3
VERY RATHER RATHER VERY
POORLY POORLY WELL WELL

Average expert evaluation

Variation of expert evaluations (standard deviation)

Objective 1: To allow EU citizens to invite the European Commission to submit a legislative proposal

Objective 2: To encourage citizen participation
Objective 3: To make the Union more accessible

The above scores are the result of an expert survey conducted among 59 EU democracy experts.

The standard deviation indicates how much the expert scores are spread out from the mean.
The smaller the standard deviation, the closer the scores are to the mean.

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung/EPC expert survey
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of the European Union in the
democratic life thereof.”3!
The Commission also began
registering ECIs of which
only part of the objectives
fell within the scope of EU
competence - something
which is now institutional-
ised in Regulation 2019/788.
Despite the Commission’s
more relaxed approach to
registration, there have only
been a small number of suc-
cessful ECIs. Only six have
officially been recognised as
successful, having collected
one million signatories from
seven EU countries in com-
pliance with the regulations.
Thus, while it is in principle
possible for any group of
seven EU citizens from seven countries to invite
the Commission to submit a legislative proposal, in
practice only well-resourced, well-networked and
well-organised citizens stand a chance.

To encourage citizen participation

Only a small fraction of the EU population has
actively participated in an ECI so far. Around ten
million ECI signatures have been collected. Even
if these were all different citizens, it would only
account for roughly 2.5 percent of the EU’s overall
voting age population.32 ECIs are mainly organised
by young people and civil society organisations.
The most successful ECIs had considerable backing
from such organisations. The group of organisers
of the successful RightaWater ECI, for example, was
composed of representatives of EU public service
trade unions.33 The Stop Vivisection ECI was sup-
ported by a considerable number of animal rights
groups around the EU.34 According to the Commis-
sion’s reporting, younger people between 21 and
30 are the most well-represented age group among
organisers and older people between 71 and 80 the
least.35 In response to low levels of participation
in the ECI by EU citizens, the Commission has
stepped up its efforts to encourage more citizens
to participate. The Commission invested in setting
up an online collaborative platform — called the

102

ECls launched

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

FIGURE 36 The track record of the ECI

The ECl in numbers, measured at the end of March 2021

ECls with enough signatures 6

ECIsongoing 16

ECIs refused registration

26

Source: European Commission, own compilation

ECI Forum3® — and a communication campaign
labelled “Take the Initiative”.37 The purpose of
these actions is to spread the word about the ECI
and to give citizens the necessary knowledge and
support to start their own initiatives.

To make the Union more accessible

The mere existence of the ECI has made the Union
more accessible. The ECI provides citizens with
a direct channel to ask for legislation from the
European Commission, where previously there
was none.3® Furthermore, for those organisers
who are successful in their signature collection
efforts, the EU institutions provide a number of
opportunities for interaction. For each successful
ECI, the group of ECI organisers is invited for a
closed-door meeting with the European Com-
mission, and for a public hearing in the European
Parliament. Also, the EESC invites successful ECI
organisers to its plenary meetings.3% Despite that,
many organisers remain frustrated, as the ECI
experience can reinforce the picture of a distant
EU. The opportunities for interaction do not
always meet the expectations of successful ECI
organisers. Reported shortcomings include a low
level of deliberation and little opportunity for a
real exchange of views.4°

ECls without
enough signatures

24

| BertelsmannStiftung
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3. Assessment of the ECI against six criteria

of good participation

In the following section, the ECl is assessed in relation to six criteria of good participation: visibility,
accessibility, representativeness, deliberativeness, transnationality and impact.

Visibility - high in Brussels, not so
much elsewhere

Visibility of the ECl is very low among the wider Euro-
pean citizenry. Increased support from EU institutions
is needed, as well as a greater number of successful
ECls.

The ECI is well-known among academics and in
the Brussels bubble, far less among citizens. As
a novel instrument of transnational participatory
democracy, the ECI has received considerable at-
tention from the academic community,4 yet most
EU citizens have not heard of it.4? This observation
is confirmed by most experts surveyed for this
study, 84 percent of whom rated the ECI’s visibili-
ty as rather or very low. Although there is no doubt
that the general visibility of the ECI among the
public at large is low, how low exactly is difficult
to say. In certain cases, there may be a significant
group of citizens who are aware of a specific ECI
campaign, for example Stop Glyphosate or Stop TTIP,
while not being aware of the ECI itself as an in-
strument. As an EU official put it: “It’s not that the
tool is completely inexistent for citizens, but they
are not necessarily aware of the fact that these
campaigns are specifically about this tool.”43 A
media analysis covering 14 EU countries from 2011
to 2017, conducted by the Bertelsmann Stiftung
in 2018, found that in total only 516 newspaper
articles had in one way or the other mentioned the
European Citizens’ Initiative.44 In comparison, a
search on Google Scholar for the term “European
Citizens’ Initiative” reveals that around 1950
academic articles mentioned the ECI in one way
or another during the same timeframe.4> Even
the Commission itself concluded in 2017 that “the
awareness of the instrument among citizens has
not reached a satisfactory level” 46

Differences between countries and initiatives:
while the visibility of the ECI is generally rather

low, there are differences between countries and
individual initiatives. Of the 516 mentions of the
ECI in the news, 160 were in Germany and 122 in
France, whereas there were no mentions at all in
the Netherlands or the Czech Republic.4? Insofar as
the media are interested in the ECI, they are mainly
focused on successful initiatives. Furthermore, the
small amount of media visibility is usually found
in those countries where a successful initiative
predominantly originated, and where it was most
successful.48 For example, the Right2Water ECI
had the backing of several German trade unions
and nearly 75 percent of signatures for that ECI
came from Germany.4% Furthermore, media events
and high-level endorsements can improve the
visibility of an ECI in specific countries. Examples
include a German comedian talking on national
television about the Right2Water ECI>° and Bul-
garian celebrities, tennis stars and trade unions
publicly supporting the first Unconditional Basic
Income ECL.5!

Double burden on ECI organisers: The overall lack
of public awareness puts a double burden on ECI
organisers. As an EU official put it: “We know from
the organisers that they first need to explain what
an ECI is, and then they explain the content.”52
Ideally, the organisers’ role is first and foremost
to convince as many citizens as possible of the
relevance of their cause, in order to reach the one
million signature threshold. Yet to do this, due to
the lack of public awareness of the instrument,
the organisers first need to explain what an ECI is,
what it does and what sort of impact it may or may
not have. The ECI’s lack of visibility is therefore a
direct burden on organisers. Considering the lim-
ited amount of resources organisers generally have
to work with and the requirement to reach out to
different member states, that lack of knowledge
can make the difference between reaching the one
million threshold or not.
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FIGURE 37 Expert views on ECI performance - criteria of good participation

How high or how low does the ECl score in relation to six criteria of good participation?

1 2 Score 3 4

Visibility

Representativeness

Policy Impact

Accessibility

Deliberativeness

Transnationality

VERY RATHER
LOW LOowW

Average expert evaluation

RATHER VERY
HIGH HIGH

Variation of expert evaluations (standard deviation)

The above scores are the result of an expert survey conducted among 59 EU democracy experts.

The standard deviation indicates how much the expert scores are spread out from the mean.
The smaller the standard deviation, the closer the scores are to the mean.
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The lack of visibility can be (partially) explained
by the ambivalent attitude within EU institu-
tions towards this instrument: in the early days
of the ECI, the EU institutions did not show a lot
of interest in actively advocating for it. According
to a researcher, they tried to keep it as “small as
possible”.53 A civil society stakeholder argued that
the ECI was even “considered explicitly as a threat

“The organisers first need to explain what an
ECl is, and then they explain the content.”

Interview 4

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung/EPC expert survey

BertelsmannStiftung

to the European project” by some in the Commis-
sion.54 Nevertheless, there is evidence that atti-
tudes, particularly in the Commission, are chang-
ing. The “Take the Initiative” communication
campaign and the ECI Forum, both launched in
2018, show an increased willingness on the part of
the Commission to promote the instrument and to
support organisers more. Institutional actors such
as the Ombudsman and the EESC are also actively
promoting the instrument within the institutions
and externally.5> Following its own-initiative in-
quiry, the Ombudsman stated that “the European
Parliament, as well as the Commission, has a vital
role to play in making a success of the ECI”.5¢ The
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annual ECI Day conference at the EESC helps to
keep the ECI on the radar of EU institutions and
civil society. How impactful the Commission’s
efforts at communication are, remains to be seen.
As an institution, the Commission is by design
disconnected from citizens, and thus it relies on
the willingness of civil society organisations and
other third parties to reach a wider audience. Yet
organised civil society generally does not regard
itself as a promoter or multiplier of the ECI.57

More success stories needed: according to a
researcher, “what the initiative really needs is
one successful initiative, one Regulation or one
Directive emanating from the ECI.”58 No matter
how much money the Commission invests in
communications, the best PR would come for
free with an ECI success story: one or more in-
itiatives that the Commission took further into
legislation. The first real ECI success story came
in June 2021, when the Commission announced its
plan to “phase out and finally prohibit the use of
cages for all the animal species and categories”
as demanded in the End the Cage Age ECL.5° This
success has set an example and demonstrated to
citizens what an ECI can achieve in practice. There
has been considerable discussion and media cov-
erage on the successful initiative and its effects,
even in major domestic outlets.%° This shows that
the more credible the Commission’s commitment
to the ECI and its process is, the more it will be
picked up, used and promoted further. The more
success stories the ECI has, the better.

Accessibility - details matter

The accessibility of the ECI is a mixed picture. Sup-
porting an initiative has its quirks, but is relatively
straightforward. But organising one and making it
successful remains a major challenge for current and
future organisers.

Supporters face hurdles, organisers face walls:
given that initiatives can be signed online and that
it takes no more than a couple of minutes to do
so, one could argue that signing an ECI is rather
easy.%! However, the personal data requirements to
sign an initiative deter some citizens from partici-
pating, and different sets of data requirements are
applied in different countries.52 Organising an ECI

is a considerable challenge, or as one interviewee
put it, “a bit of a nightmare”.3 The barriers faced
by organisers are multiple: they are personally li-
able when it comes to the handling of signatories’
personal data,%4 they need to know the instrument
and its legal background, its functions and dead-
lines, and they require resources to network and
organise.%>

“What the initiative really needs is one
successful initiative, one Regulation or one
Directive emanating from the ECI.”

Interview 24

The devil is in the detail: technical hurdles hin-
dered the ECI's development, but it has become
more accessible over time. In the early days, the
high rate of rejected initiatives was only one of the
ECI’s teething problems. Additionally, the initia-
tives that were actually registered by the Commis-
sion experienced severe difficulties in getting their
signature collection up and running: the online
collection software provided by the Commission
was dysfunctional at first and made it very diffi-
cult for organisers to connect with supporters.%¢
Furthermore, organisers found it difficult to find
servers to host their ECI and to get the software
certified on time. In response to these problems,
the Commission decided to offer its own servers
in Luxembourg free of charge and gradually made
improvements to the collection software.7 Despite
these improvements, one interviewee argued that
the online collection system is “still not very well
done” .68

Collecting the necessary signatures remains the
biggest challenge. The ECI is a tool for civil soci-
ety organisations or “super-organised” citizens.
When we look at the historical development of the
ECI, we can conclude that the registration hurdle
has been significantly lowered: whereas between
2012 and 2014 20 initiatives were refused, only
six were refused between 2015 and 2020.%9 How-
ever, the biggest hurdle remains collecting the
necessary one million signatures within a year.
Only six initiatives have been successful, three
between 2015 and 2020. Most successful ECIs
were backed by rather large and well-funded civil
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society organisations.’® The success of the instru-
ment depends a great deal on whether it is able to
generate more successful ECIs in the future.

There is a perceived imbalance between accessi-
bility and outcome. While organisers of ECIs find
it difficult to coordinate between at least seven
different member states and to collect one million
signatures within 11 months, it is also the rather
complicated nature and unclear outcome of an
ECI that burdens their activities. The Commission
has considerable discretion in how it will handle
even a successful ECI, making it difficult for or-
ganisers to explain to potential signatories what
impact their support may have.”* There is also a
discrepancy between some actors’ perception of
the ECI as a tool of direct democracy and the Com-
mission’s view of the ECI as an agenda-setting
instrument.”?

The new regulation should further improve
accessibility, but results remain to be seen. The
main objective of the legislative revision that the
Commission started in 2017 was to improve acces-
sibility. A number of changes that were integrated
into the new regulation are clear steps in the
right direction: for example, organisers can now
register a legal entity for the purpose of the ECI,
thereby limiting their personal liability. Further-
more, organisers now have six months to prepare
the launch of their signature collection campaign
after its registration by the Commission. However,

FIGURE 38 Initiative organisers by age group

Percentage of total number of organisers up until March 2018
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there are other legislative changes of which the
impact cannot yet be seen: it is positive that the
total number of different signing forms adopted
by EU countries has been significantly reduced —
from 13 to two — but EU countries can still decide
to require signatories to submit their personal
identification (document) number - something
that nine countries are still opting for.”3 This
remains a strong deterring factor for citizens in
some countries. Moreover, contrary to the rec-
ommendation of the Commission, the Parliament
and civil society actors, the use of individual online
collection systems is being phased out, making the
ECI’s future dependent on the functioning of the
Commission’s central online collection system.
Some further reforms discussed in the drafting
stage, such as reducing the participation age for
ECIs to 16 EU-wide,’* were not adopted.”>

Representativeness - something the
ECI struggles with

Some nationalities and age groups are underrepre-
sented, but the profile of organisers is becoming more
diverse.

Big players, small numbers: some nationalities
and young people are strongly represented.
Certain groups participate more in the ECI than
others. That becomes clear when considering the
proile of ECI organisers. More than half of all par-

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE Source: European Commission 2015, 2018; own calculations
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FIGURE 39 ECl organisers by country of residence

W Percentage of total group of organisers up until March 2018
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ticipants in groups of organisers are younger than
40, and one third are younger than 30. Citizens
aged over 71 have only a five percent share.
While it is clear that all age groups have been
represented in groups of ECI organisers, there is
certainly a trend that members are rather younger,
in the early stages of their professional career or
in education. Also, certain countries are more
strongly represented, than others. Particularly
older EU member states have a considerable share
of ECI organisers, such as France, Germany and
Denmark. Smaller and newer EU member states
are less represented, such as the Czech Republic,
Slovakia and Bulgaria. Committee members tend
to be citizens who are already politically active,
with at least a minimal understanding of the EU
and its functioning.’® The profile of signatories
can vary and depends considerably on the type
of campaign run by ECI organisers in individual
countries.7’

The ECI is not meant to be representative, but it
leads to better representation of some interests
and groups. One million citizens from a quarter
of all EU countries are needed for a successful ECI.
The signature collection thresholds per country
ensure that successful initiatives do not represent
the wishes of people from a single country only.
At the same time, representativeness is not an
objective for the ECI, certainly not in relation to
other demographic variables.”® The ECI is instead
an instrument that can give smaller but signifi-
cant fractions of the European population a voice
in relation to a shared and specific issue. Thus,
while not necessarily representative of the wider
European population, it gives representation to
citizens who share a common issue or concern that
they express in an ECIL.79

ECI organisers’ scarce resources hamper Eu-
ropean outreach. Reaching out to at least one
million citizens in seven countries is by its nature
resource-intensive. It demands time, personnel
and money.8° Not everyone is equipped and/or
willing to invest this into an initiative the impact
of which is quite unclear. Bigger organisations
may think twice before investing in an ECI. As a
Greenpeace representative stated in 2012: “The
citizens’ initiative is a good idea in principle, but
in reality, one million euros will go a lot further
to lobby the Commission than one million sig-
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natures.”8! Organisations and individuals with
fewer resources may not even be equipped in the
first place to promote their issue on such a scale.
Running a campaign in at least seven countries in
several languages remains a fundamentally bigger
challenge than doing so in only one country.

Not just the Brussels bubble: the profile of
organisers has been changing. Though resources
and the diversity of organisers and participants
remain an issue, one can observe changes in terms
of the profile of organisers. In the beginning,
ECIs were mainly organised by pan-European
organisations®? or citizens who had built EU-wide
networks through university, and those with an
interest in EU politics.83 More recently, there has
been an increase in organisers outside the realm
of Brussels-based EU politics, e.g. the Save Bees
and Farmers ECI. This ECI builds on a number of
successful domestic movements and initiatives
on the wellbeing of bees in South Tirol, France
and Bavaria.® In this case, the ECI did not orig-
inate from a pan-European approach per se, but
different local and national activists felt the need
to come together and upscale their efforts to the
European level to increase their impact.8>

Deliberativeness - a slowly
decreasing gap between promise
and reality

The ECI’s deliberativeness is limited. It has intensified
interactions within civil society, but deliberation with
the EU institutions is a prerogative of successful ECI
organisers only, and even that has frequently resulted
in frustration. However, progress is visible.

The ECI generates public conversations and civil
society interaction only to a certain extent. The
design of the registration requirements stimulates
some minimal level of deliberation among citizens
and/or civil society organisations even prior to the
launch of an initiative, because ECIs can only be
established with the support of seven EU citizens
residing in seven different countries. This means
that at least those seven people have to reach an
agreement regarding the objectives and text of
their initiative.8¢ In practice, it is often civil society
organisations that start initiatives, so the ECI can

generate serious discussion within and among
civil society organisations. However, during the
signature collection phase it is rational for organ-
isers to focus their efforts on gaining the support
of citizens who are already sympathetic towards
the initiative’s subject matter rather than trying to
convince those yet to be convinced.87 Still, an ECI
can lead to serious public debate, notably when a
particular initiative leads to a counter-mobilisa-
tion by other groups, which is what happened in
the case of Stop Vivisection, for example.88

Interaction between citizens and EU institutions
is limited and formal and frequently frustrates
organisers. Those who are successful in collecting
the necessary signatures have the legal right to be
invited to two different events organised by the EU
institutions: a meeting with the Commission and a
public hearing in the European Parliament.89 The
purpose of these events is for the EU institutions
to receive more information about a successful
ECI and to enter into dialogue with its organisers.
Additionally, they are meant to ensure that organ-
isers and citizens feel that they are taken seriously
by the EU institutions, even if the Commission
later decides not to take the desired action.9°

In practice, there have been only six successful ECIs
which have gone through this formal deliberative
process. Two of these have been very dissatisfied
about the lack of deliberation during these events:
the Stop Vivisection organisers complained about
receiving only 34 minutes of speaking time in
a public hearing that lasted 3.5 hours,% and the
organisers of another successful ECI were not
happy with their meeting with the Commission:
“we didn’t find the Commission meeting to be
particularly deliberative or interactive or allow for
areal exchange of views. We came into the meeting
expecting to have that sort of dialogue but I think
the result was that we felt that the Commission
wasn’t really listening to us.”92 In addition to these
two events, the EESC has also made it a stand-
ard practice to invite successful ECI organisers
to plenary sessions to present and discuss their
initiative.93 Beyond the three abovementioned
deliberative practices, there are of course many
more examples of public events about ECIs that
involve EU politicians and ECI organisers, but these
are not standardised, and many are initiated and
(co-)organised by ECI organisers themselves, such
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as the launch event of the End the Cage Age initiative
in the European Parliament. Only once has the
European Parliament organised a public hearing
on an unsuccessful ECI: End Ecocide.%

“We didn’t find the Commission meeting to
be particularly deliberative or interactive or
allow for a real exchange of views. We felt
that the Commission wasn't really listening
tous.”

Interview 30

Civil society has been pushing for more deliber-
ation and debate — EU institutions are gradually
adapting. The Commission proposal for the first
ECI regulation from 2010 did not make reference to
a public hearing in the European Parliament, nor
to a meeting with the Commission.% It was civil
society and the European Parliament that pushed
for these standard deliberative practices in the
follow-up to successful initiatives.?¢ In January
2019, also due to considerable civil society pres-
sure, the European Parliament changed its own
Rules of Procedure to introduce plenary debates on
successful initiatives as a standard practice in the
follow-up procedure.97 This historical trajectory
shows that EU institutions have resisted allowing
themselves to be bound to act in a particular way
on successful initiatives, but that new deliberative
practices have gradually found their way into the
life of the ECI.98

Transnationality - bridging the
national-EU divide

The ECI’s transnationality is significant compared to
other EU participation instruments. However, it still
operates in a Europe with a highly fragmented public
sphere. The ECI connects and Europeanises national
civil society networks and national debates, but does
not overcome divides.

The ECI is the world’s first transnational par-
ticipation instrument but is mainly based on
national successes. The ECI is transnational by
design. Initiatives can only be started by seven EU
citizens residing in seven different EU member

states and for signature collection they need to
reach a threshold in at least seven EU countries.
However, transnational design elements do not
necessarily incentivise EU-wide activism. Accord-
ing to a researcher, “most successful initiatives
have really been pushed forward by a few national
organizations.”99 Furthermore, a look at the for-
mally successful ECIs shows that all of them have
collected the majority of their signatures in one or
two countries only, mostly populous ones like Ger-
many and Italy. Two factors account for this: first,
the biggest challenge for organisers is collecting
one million signatures; reaching the national
thresholds in seven EU countries has empirically
proved to be less problematic. Second, organisers
have limited resources, so using them primarily in
one country and focusing on one main campaign
is in many cases the most effective strategy, even
when it is part of a single pan-European strategy:
“If you look at the reality of the campaigns, many
of them are actually very national campaigns that
are just connected by the fact that it is an ECI —
that it is a procedure on a European level.”10°

The ECI as network catalyst: civil society or-
ganisations become more European and connect
with each other. The ECI increases cross-border
interaction and awareness, even if one rarely finds
individual citizens from one country persuading
citizens in other countries to sign an initiative. The
ECI builds on and expands existing connections
between citizens and civil society organisations,
and it does so across borders. Furthermore, it is
because of its cross-border networking effect that
the ECI also leads to the creation of new European
civil society networks. A good example in this re-
gard is the ECI One of Us. “The European Citizens’
Initiative was absolutely the starting point of our
European network,” said one of the initiators of
the ECL.1! Recently, there have also been other ex-
amples of regional and national campaigns being
scaled up to the European level: the Save Bees and
Farmers ECI built on a number of national and re-
gional organisations such as the French environ-
mental movement “Nous voulons des coquelicots”12
and the organisers of a referendum called “Rettet
die Biene” in Bavaria, Germany.'°3

The ECI has stimulated and Europeanised existing
national debates. ECI organisers are interested in
progressing the cause they care for. Their decision
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FIGURE 40 The national origins of successful ECls
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to use an official EU instrument to promote their
cause does not imply that they are only, or even
primarily, aiming for change at the EU level. “Very
often it actually helps that something is presented
as European, because still I think that there are
quite a lot of people disappointed in their govern-
ments or in their actions, who still believe that if
you go higher you get more objective results, or
that you can influence your government, which
sometimes happens.”94 Just as the ECI sometimes
targets national politics, sometimes it connects
national with European debates. Some ECIs were
particularly successful in this respect, such as Stop
Glyphosate.1°5 This contributed to it becoming the
fastest successful ECI, collecting the necessary
number of signatures in only five months. In
this example, the ECI has clearly stimulated and
Europeanised existing national debates.

Source: European Commission

Impact: a half empty glass getting
fuller

It has become clear that ECls can make a difference.
However, the overall impact remains low. Only one
ECl is being directly translated into EU legislation. All
European institutions need to do more to make the ECI
asuccess.

Only one ECI is on path to be directly translated
into EU legislation so far, but there is evidence
of growing impact. 88 percent of all interviewed
experts consider the impact of the ECI to be either
low or rather low. Indeed, at the time of writing,
the main demands of ‘successful’ ECIs - such as
a ban on glyphosate or animal testing — have not
been followed up on. The notable exception is the
End the Cage Age ECI which the Commission has
promised to follow up with a legislative proposal
by the end of 2023.1°6 Often organisers remain
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frustrated after collecting more than one million
signatures. Still, there is evidence that several ECIs
have had an impact on EU policy. With regard to
Stop Glyphosate, the Commission tabled a legisla-
tive proposal on the transparency and quality of
studies used in the scientific assessment of sub-
stances in the food chain, passed into law in June
2019.197 Furthermore, the Right2Water ECI already
made an impact during signature collection, as
water and sanitation services were excluded from
the Directive on the award of concession contracts
(Directive 2014/23/EU) as an effect of the debate
sparked by the ECL.1°8 The Parliament adopted an
own-initiative report on the ECI and the EESC
adopted its own opinion.’*® The main impact of
the ECI followed several years after its comple-
tion, with an amendment of the drinking water
Directive in 2018, a proposal for a regulation on
minimum requirements for water reuse in 2018
and a revision of the Directive on drinking water
that came into force in January 2021.1°

A glass half empty or half full? Impact is more
than legislation. Expectations and assessments of
the impact of the ECI differ. Some argue that the
real impact of the ECI is rather low and that the
institutions have not sufficiently picked up on its
potential impact.'* Others think the ECI has had
a real impact, but it has been underrated and not
made visible enough.!*? Indeed, some ECIs did not
have an immediate policy impact but contributed
considerably to the debate on the European level.
For example, for the successful One of Us ECI,
the Commission declined to submit a legislative
proposal. Yet the initiative brought issues that
were previously not considered part of European
politics, such as the regulation of abortion, to the
forefront of EU policy."3 The Stop TTIP ECI, initially
not registered by the Commission, managed to
collect several million signatures informally (i.e.
outside the official ECI process), contributing
significantly to a debate that had a considerable
impact on the fate of the Transatlantic Trade and
Investment Partnership, partially due to its strong
media presence in countries such as Germany.!4

In the eye of the beholder: Impact is key for or-
ganisers. The biggest motivation for citizens to
sign an ECI is knowing that their voice will count.
The scarcity of success stories make it impossible
for ECI organisers to guarantee this, and difficult

to point to good examples. Of the six successful
initiatives that have been answered by the Com-
mission, only three can be said to have had some
tangible impact (Right2Water, Stop Glyphosate, and
End the Cage Age). More visible policy impact would
certainly be beneficial in boosting the profile of
the ECI and in motivating citizens to organise and
participate more in ECIs.

Mismatch of impact expectations leads to bad
reputation and undermines potential. The debate
on what kind of impact the ECI ought to have
persists. For some it is purely an agenda-setting
tool.1*5 Others would like to see the ECI more in
the realm of direct democracy with a more credible
impact, setting the trends of future EU policies.!
The current interpretation of the treaty basis by
the court points to the former."7 The court argues:
“An ECI is designed to ‘invite’ the Commission to
submit an appropriate proposal for the purpose of
implementing the Treaties, and not, [...] to oblige
that institution to take the action or actions en-
visaged by the ECI concerned.” This mismatch of
expectations has a frustrating effect on organisers,
who often want a greater reward for the effort of
starting and running an ECI than they receive. Some
successful ECI organisers indicate that they would
think long and hard before deciding to launch an
ECI in the future, considering the investments
needed measured against the possible rewards."8

Of the six successful initiatives that

have been answered by the Commission,
only three can be said to have had some
tangible impact (Right2Water, Stop
Glyphosate, and End the Cage Age).

Parliament’s involvement and determination
may lead to more policy impact. Considering the
current institutional set-up, the position of the
Commission and the rulings of the Court, it seems
unlikely that the Commission will grant ECIs a
bigger guaranteed impact. However, the European
Parliament (and other actors) can help to increase
the ECI’s policy impact. Looking at similar nation-
al citizens’ initiatives in the EU, it becomes clear
that it is usually the legislative power that is the
recipient of citizens’ initiatives. The parliament
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FIGURE 41 The ECI through the lens of six criteria of good participation
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Accessibility

The accessibility of the ECl is a mixed
picture. Supporting an initiative has its
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remains a major challenge for current and
future organisers.

Representativeness

Some nationalities and age groups are
underrepresented, but the profile of
organisers is becoming more diverse.
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is a natural ally of the citizens’ initiative. Since
the beginning, successful ECIs have the right to a
public hearing at the European Parliament. Since
2019, the Parliament is also committed to hold-
ing a debate on successful ECIs after their public
hearing and before the Commission’s decision in a
plenary session, which can lead to a resolution.9

Source: own illustration

Deliberativeness

The ECI's deliberativeness is limited. It has
intensified interactions within civil society,
but deliberation with the EU institutions is a
prerogative of successful ECl organisers only,
and even that has frequently resulted in
frustration. However, progress is visible.

Transnationality

The ECI’s transnationality is significant compared
to other EU participation instruments. However,
it still operates in a Europe with a highly
fragmented public sphere. The ECI connects and
Europeanises national civil society networks and
national debates, but does not overcome divides.

®

Impact

It has become clear that ECls can make a
difference. However, the overall impact remains
low. Only one ECl is being directly translated
into EU legislation. All European institutions
need to do more to make the ECI a success.

| Bertelsmannstiftung

Furthermore, the Parliament may also hold a ple-
nary session after the Commission’s decision and
take other actions in response to the Commission
Communication.’?® A resolution by the European
Parliament has considerable political weight. If
the Parliament chooses to use this leverage more
often, it could increase the impact of future ECIs.

89



Under Construction: Citizen Participation in the European Union

90

4. Conclusion

The ECI is a unique instrument in various ways.
While comparable digital agenda-setting instru-
ments exist in some EU countries (notably in
Latvia, Finland and Denmark), its transnational
nature and the way it is embedded in the EU in-
stitutional infrastructure — targeting the Commis-
sion, not the Parliament — makes it a distinct and
notable development in democratic innovation.
However, its uniqueness and relative novelty also
have a downside: what can citizens concretely
expect from the instrument? Why bother going
through a long, burdensome and resource-inten-
sive process if the Commission may simply decide
to reject your demands? Why not simply submit a
petition to the European Parliament?

Looking back at the nine years in which this
instrument has been operational, we arrive at a
conclusion that is nuanced: on the one hand, the
EU institutions failed at managing the first wave of
ECIs in a satisfactory manner. This resulted in the
near death of the ECI, with only three registered
initiatives in 2016. The second wave of ECI was
accompanied by a reform of the instrument. While
there are notable improvements in the way the EU
institutions are managing the second wave, there

is still only one real ECI success story: the End the
Cage Age ECI which the Commission has promised
to follow up with a legislative proposal by the end
of 2023. The Minority Safepack ECI, on the other
hand, appeared to be a game-changer for a while,
considering that the organisers had successfully
lobbied the European Parliament and several
national and regional parliaments to support their
cause. However, the Commission decided not to
put forward any legislative proposals.

The success of the ECI will depend on the political
will of various political actors, both at the EU and
at the national level. Political will is required for
two things. Firstly, EU and national authorities
need to invest the necessary resources in improv-
ing the infrastructure for and visibility of the ECI,
so that more ‘successful’ initiatives can emerge,
including those with fewer resources. Secondly,
the impact of ‘successful’ initiatives needs further
improvement. While it is the Commission that has
the final say on legislative follow-up, there is a
lot that the European Parliament, national parlia-
ments and other political actors can do to influ-
ence the Commission’s decision and to ensure that
citizens feel that their voices are taken seriously.
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l1l. Petitions to the European
T g

<

Parliament: a low-profile
instrument kept low

The opportunity for citizens to submit petitions to the European Parliament (or its predecessors)
has existed since the foundation of the European Coal and Steal Community in 1952. Over time, the
instrument has been ‘institutionalised’ - with the establishment of the Petitions Committee in 1987
- and ‘constitutionalised’ - with the Treaty of Maastricht in 1993. It has proven somewhat popular
in some countries, notably in Spain and other southern EU states. Nevertheless, the instrument has
kept a low profile, and the main actor responsible for this is the European Parliament itself.

The typical petitions process Strengths
in five steps e ™
P Accessibility
Any single EU citizen or resident can petition the
OneeramreEldiimserrestmls Parliament with few official requirements.
STEP1 " . .
develop a petition Deliberativeness
Around 200 petitioners are annually invited to present
4 and discuss their petition in the Committee.
EP Committee on Petitions Fact-finding ViSitS.
STEP 2 assesses admissibility and next steps These allow the Parliament to get out of the EU bubble and
N monitor the application of EU law on the ground. )
v
STEP3 European Commission h .
gives an opinion S ortcomlngs
4 N
\ 4 @ Profile
The status of the Committee is very low.
EP Committee on Petitions N
STEP4 invites petitioner(s) and Commission g Visibility

Very few people know about the work of the Committee
and there is little effort to involve the wider publicin the
v petition process.

G Impact

There is alack of the necessary political will and resources
to make every petition count.
\ %

to a Committee meeting

EP Committee on Petitions
assesses whether and how to follow up further

STEP 5

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE Source: own illustration | BertelsmannStiftung

92



[1l. Petitions to the European Parliament: a low-profile instrument kept low

1. Introduction

European Parliament petitions constitute the EU’s
oldest participation instrument. While there have
been significant developments in the number of
petitions and the way they were received, processed
and followed up on, the basic concept has remained
unchanged: a low-barrier channel for citizens to
reach out directly to their European representa-
tives with complaints or requests for action. Over
the last few years, there have been between 1,000
and 1,500 petitions per year, of which roughly two
thirds have been declared admissible.

While there is no consensus on the historical or-
igin of the right to petition, it dates back at least
800 years. According to Tiago Tibtrcio, “the right
to petition arose from the need to maintain a rela-
tionship between the community and the political
power, long before the period of election and uni-
versal suffrage”. It is sometimes considered the
“oldest political right of citizens”. He argues that
with the introduction of electoral democracy, and
the role played by the media, this political right
has lost “much of its importance”, but nonethe-
less it has been preserved.! Nowadays, citizens in
most EU countries have the legally enshrined right
to petition their national parliament.?

The History of European Parliament
Petitions

Phase 1 - 1958-1993: gradual emergence of the
right to petition the European Parliament

Even if it was not laid down in the treaty, the
Common Assembly of the European Coal and Steel
Community already declared its capacity to receive
petitions from citizens. However, it was only in
1958 that the first ever European petition was sub-
mitted to the European Parliamentary Assembly,
the successor of the Common Assembly, estab-
lished in the same year as a result of the Treaty
of Rome. The petition contained a “request for
compensation following damages caused by scrap
metal fraud”. This would be the only petition for
the next five years, and until 1974 there would be
fewer than ten petitions per year.

It was only from the second half of the 1970s
onwards — surrounding the first direct election
of the European Parliament — that the number of
petitions started to increase significantly. In 1973,
the Rules of Procedure of what was by now called
the European Parliament were changed, providing
for a more detailed procedure on how petitions
are dealt with. Whereas previously petitions were
sent by the President to the relevant committee,
in 1976 the Committee on Rules of Procedures and
Petitions was established, which is responsible
for managing incoming petitions. In 1987, the
Committee on Petitions (PETI) was established
— a committee fully dedicated to dealing with
petitions.3 In 1989, a declaration was adopted by
presidents of the European Parliament, the Com-
mission and the Council, recognising the duty of
the Commission and the member states to support
the Parliament in following up on petitions.4

Phase 2 - 1993-2014: professionalising and
popularising the European Parliament petitions

With the entry into force of the Treaty of Maastricht
on 1 November 1993, the right to petition was
“constitutionalised” as one of the key rights as-
sociated with the newly introduced concept of EU
citizenship. Parallel to the right to petition, EU cit-
izens also acquired the right to submit complaints
to the European Ombudsman regarding matters of
maladministration. When this new EU body was
established in 1995 in the face of objections from
the Committee on Petitions,> it brought about a
division of labour, with some citizens’ complaints
that would previously have been treated as peti-
tions by the Petitions Committee now being re-
ferred to the Ombudsman.¢

The right to petition the European Parliament was
further recognised and reiterated in the Charter of
Fundamental Rights of the European Union under
article 44.7 The Charter itself would become a
frequent reference point for petitioners claiming
that their fundamental rights as EU citizens had
been violated.
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After complaints from MEPs that the petitioning
system was little more than a “letterbox” of the
Parliament, efforts were made to professionalise
and modernise the instrument. The aim was to
give more serious attention to each individual
petition.? In July 2005, the e-Petitions software
system was introduced, which functioned “both
as a database and as a management tool providing
information about the petitions workflow”.® It
made it significantly easier for MEPs and Secre-
tariat members to access and manage petitions.
After the annual number of petitions had gone up
and down frequently in the late 90s and 2000s, it
reached its highest point in 2013 and 2014, with
2,891 and 2,715 annual petitions respectively.

Phase 3 - 2015 onward: a more modern instrument
kept on a leash

The success of the instrument in previous years
had a flipside: firstly, a significant backlog came
about due to the rapidly increasing number of pe-
titions being submitted, and the absence of a cor-
responding increase in staff members.° Secondly,
there was a pushback against the instrument, in-
cluding from inside the Parliament: not everyone
was always happy with the information that the
Committee was uncovering about the action or
inaction of national or regional governments and
some people believed that the Committee had gone
too far in terms of upgrading the instrument.*

FIGURE 42 Historical development of petitions to the European Parliament in numbers
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Consequently, the petitioning system was put on
a tighter leash. The introduction of the web portal
in 2014 came with some new features — such as
the opportunity to express support for registered
petitions — but it also created a filter: before being
able to submit a petition online, citizens would
be required to answer a number of preliminary
questions “correctly”. As a result, the backlog was
eliminated in 2015,'2 but the number of submitted
petitions also dropped by nearly 50 percent and
has not recovered since then.

The legal basis of the European
Parliament petitioning system and its
modus operandi

The right to petition the European Parliament is
enshrined in the Treaty of Lisbon as well as the
Charter on Fundamental Rights.!3 According to the
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union
(hereafter: TFEU),

Any citizen of the Union, and any natural
or legal person residing or having its
registered office in a Member State, shall
have the right to address, individually or in
association with other citizens or persons,
a petition to the European Parliament on

a matter which comes within the Union’s
fields of activity and which affects him, her
or it directly.1#

The procedure of the right to petition is laid down
in the Parliament’s Rules of Procedure (Rules
226-230)' and further specified in the Guidelines
for the Committee on Petitions.!¢ The scope of the
right to petition is explained further on the web
portal page:

A petition may take the form of a complaint
or a request and may relate to issues of
public or private interest.

The petition may present an individual
request, a complaint or observation
concerning the application of EU law or
an appeal to the European Parliament to

adopt a position on a specific matter. Such
petitions give the European Parliament
the opportunity of calling attention to any
infringement of a European citizen’s rights
by a Member State or local authorities or
other institution.l”

Petitions may be submitted by individual EU cit-
izens or residents, but also by groups of people
or by organisations. They can be submitted either
by post or through the portal on the website of
the European Parliament. They must mention the
name and permanent address of each petitioner.
Petitions are dealt with in the order in which they
are received, unless the urgency procedure is ap-
plied, and the decision on admissibility is taken by
the PETI MEPs. If there is no unanimous position,
petitions are declared admissible if at least one
third of the Committee members are in favour.'®

Once a petition is declared admissible, the Com-
mittee has a lot of leeway as to whether and how
to follow up. Sometimes the Committee decides to
close the petition immediately, because it does not
believe there is a need for any inquiry or follow-up
action. In other instances, the Committee wants

FIGURE 43 Petitions Committee toolbox for following up on petitions
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to gain more insight into the matter raised by a
petition, and it requests information or an opinion
from other actors, such as the European Commis-
sion, member state governments, other European
Parliament committees or the Parliament’s legal
service, which are expected to reply within three
months. Additionally, it can engage in an active
inquiry itself by inviting the petitioner, the Com-
mission and possibly other actors to participate
in one of its Committee meetings; by organising
a public hearing with the petitioners, experts
and other stakeholders; by submitting questions
for oral answer; or by organising a fact-finding
visit. Lastly, the Committee can request studies,
briefings and thematic workshops related to pe-
titions.9

If the Committee decides that some kind of action
is needed in response to (an inquiry in relation to)
a petition, it has various formal means of address-
ing this: it can ask the EP President to forward its
opinion or recommendation to the Commission,
Council or member state authorities, it can table
a short motion for a resolution to be adopted in
plenary, it can ask another EP Committee to take
a petition into consideration in its legislative ac-
tivities, or it can initiate an own-initiative report.
In its role as “Guardian of the Treaties”, it is the
Commission’s task to follow up on petitions that
point to breaches of EU law by member states,
with infringement proceedings being its most
powerful weapon to ensure compliance.

2. Assessment of the European Parliament
petitions against their stated objective

In the following section, the European Parliament petitioning instrument is assessed in relation to its own
stated objective. The objective is derived from Articles 20, 24 and 227 of the Treaty on the Functioning of
the European Union and the European Parliament factsheet on the right to petition.

To give EU citizens and residents the
right to contact the European Parlia-
ment with complaints and requests
for action and to obtain areply

The right to petition the European Parlia-
ment provides citizens with a direct and legally
well-established channel to the European Par-
liament. In the European petitioning system,
every petition is considered and receives a reply.
This is different for national petitioning systems
in some European countries, where citizens first
need to find a Member of Parliament to sponsor
their petition before it is actually considered.?® The
right to receive a reply has a strong legal basis,
as it is guaranteed by the EU treaties, and there
is a possibility for judicial review. In Tegebauer v

European Parliament, the General Court decided to
annul the decision of the European Parliament to
dismiss a petition as inadmissible for reasons of
insufficient argumentation.?

However, this is not to say that the way petitions
are dealt with is exemplary. One of the main
weaknesses of the petition instrument is the
duration of the procedure. Unless the urgency
procedure is applied, petitions are dealt with in
the order in which they are received. In the past,
PETI has not always been able to keep up with the
number of petitions it received, resulting in seri-
ous backlogs.?? Once a petition enters the regular
procedure, it may still take a very long time before
it receives real answers, let alone a solution to the
problem that is addressed. The Committee Secre-
tariat gives a recommendation on the admissibility
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FIGURE 44 Expert views on petitions to the European Parliament - stated objective

How well or how poorly do the petitions to the European Parliament perform in relation to their stated objective?

1 2 Score 3 4
Objective
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Average expert evaluation

Variation of expert evaluations (standard deviation)

Objective: To give EU citizens and residents the right to contact the European Parliament with complaints

and requests for action and to obtain a reply

The above scores are the result of an expert survey conducted among 59 EU democracy experts.

The standard deviation indicates how much the expert scores are spread out from the mean.
The smaller the standard deviation, the closer the scores are to the mean.
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and follow-up for each petition by means of the
“SIR document”, which stands for Summary,
Information, Recommendation. Members of the
Committee have a chance to contest these rec-
ommendations within a set deadline (usually 16
working days).23 In 2019, almost half of the ad-
missible petitions were sent to the Commission for
an opinion.24 The Commission is expected to reply
to such requests within three months, but this
deadline is not binding, and it is not always met.
Usually, petitions are only considered as items
for the agenda of Committee meetings once the
Commission has replied, or once other documents
have been received.?> This makes sense from the
perspective of the Committee, but it means that
petitioners usually have to wait at least a few
months for a discussion of their petition, if it is
even discussed. Lack of cooperation from many
member states is another factor that prevents a
timely handling of petitions.26 While the major-
ity of petitions are closed within a year of being
submitted and examined, some remain open for
several years or more: sometimes this happens
because of an ongoing infringement proceeding,
but in the view of one interviewee it also happens
that petitions are kept open for political reasons,
without a real chance of a satisfactory outcome.??
The lengthiness and uncertainty of the petition

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung/EPC expert survey

BertelsmannStiftung

procedure may be one of the reasons for citizens
to favour informal online petitions over the official
instrument.

There is also very limited publicly available
information about petitions. The petition portal
only shows some basic information: file number,
title and summary of a petition, the country and
topics it concerns, and its status (“not admissi-
ble”, “available to supporters” or “closed”). The
date of submission is not given. Replies from the
Commission or other bodies are published sepa-
rately on the website of the European Parliament,
but not added to the web portal.2® There was an
idea to integrate the European Parliament’s in-
ternal e-Petitions system into the web portal,
and thus to make all available information more
easily accessible to the public, but this was not
put into practice.?9 The limited data available and
the way they are presented online make it difficult
to systematically assess whether the Committee,
and the EU as a whole, has been able to improve
its workings and provide more timely responses to
petitions than before.
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3. Assessment of the European Parliament
petitions against six criteria of good

participation

In the following section, the European Parliament petitions are assessed in relation to six criteria of good

participation: visibility, accessibility, representativeness, deliberativeness, transnationality and impact.

Visibility - failing to catch the
public eye

Public awareness of this instrument remains low. Much
can be learned from the way informal platforms for
online petitions are organised.

The official petition instrument does not seem
to be very visible. After the European elections,
the European Parliament petitions are the
second most well-known participation instru-
ment - 29 percent of the EU population being
aware of their existence.3° However, this does
not mean that citizens differentiate between the
petitions they see on platforms like Avaaz.org or
WeMove.eu and the official European Parliament
petitions. Some citizens will know that they have
the opportunity to petition the European Parlia-
ment, but very few will know about the existence
of the Committee on Petitions and the official
procedure in place. Media coverage of petitions
is very limited and there is close to no scholarly
interest in the topic. Even inside the EU bubble,
knowledge of the European Parliament petitions
is limited.3!

Fact-finding visits contribute to some limited
visibility within individual countries and regions.
As laid down in the Rules of Procedure, the Peti-
tions Committee can organise fact-finding visits
to geographical locations related to petitions that
have already been debated by the Committee.32 A
delegation of PETI MEPs then makes a visit of two
or three days to a place somewhere in Europe to
view a certain matter addressed by petitions with
their own eyes and to meet with relevant people
on-site, such as the petitioner(s), representatives
of local, regional or national authorities and other
relevant experts and stakeholders. Upon their
return, MEPs draft a report of their mission with

findings and recommendations, which is adopted
by the Committee. Such fact-finding visits are
often covered by local media, which raises the
awareness about the European Parliament peti-
tioning instrument in the area concerned. Addi-
tionally, it has been observed that fact-finding
visits are followed by a peak in the numbers of
petitions from this particular area, suggesting that
the increase in visibility translates into increased
usage of the instrument.33 The high number of
visits to Spain (six) and Italy (four) correlates with
the high number of petitions from those countries,
which in turn correlates with a strong representa-
tion of these countries in the Committee.

Untapped potential: online visibility. Despite at-
tempts at modernising the instrument, the official
petition instrument is hardly visible in the online
realm, in stark contrast to the many informal
petitions which mainly exist digitally. This is not
to say that the Committee does nothing to make
its work visible online: all petitions are published
on the web portal, the Committee’s meetings are
livestreamed, its documents are published on the
Parliament website, and it reports on its ongoing
activities by means of a monthly digital news-
letter and Twitter posts (with fewer than 4,000
followers).34 However, one key difference that
sets informal online petitions apart from the EP
petitioning system is the degree to which collec-
tive action is incentivised: if you run a petition
on an online petitioning website, you first try to
collect as many signatures as possible and only
afterwards hand them over to the decision maker
that you are targeting. While the EP web portal
does make it possible to collect supporters for your
petition, you can only do this once you have al-
ready submitted it. Furthermore, in order for other
people to express their support for your petition,
you first need to create an account on the petition
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FIGURE 45 Expert views on petitions to the European Parliament - criteria of good participation

How high or low do the petitions to the European Parliament score in relation to six criteria of good participation?
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The above scores are the result of an expert survey conducted among 59 EU democracy experts.

The standard deviation indicates how much the expert scores are spread out from the mean.
The smaller the standard deviation, the closer the scores are to the mean.
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web portal. While the annual number of supporters
of petitions has been growing significantly since
this feature was introduced — 28,075 in 2019,
compared to 902 in 201535 — this is still very insig-
nificant when compared to the support received by
informal online petitions. The vast majority of pe-
titions are submitted by a single petitioner, either
with a few additional supporters or with none at
all. The power of large-scale collective petitions is
that they not only raise public awareness about the
particular issue the petition addresses beyond the
initiator(s), but they also raise awareness about
the petition instrument as such.3®

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung/EPC expert survey
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Accessibility - a selling point

Despite a digital hurdle, it is relatively easy to start a
petition. However, the better written and substanti-
ated a petition is, the better the follow-up that can be
expected.

Submitting a petition is relativ