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The conference entitled ‘Building the EU citizen pillar’, attended by over 180 civil society activists, 
academics, legal advisors and representatives of European Union (EU) Institutions, took place on the eve 
of the European Year of Citizens in 2013. The programme together with the background discussion 
documents prepared by ECAS and presentations of the speakers are accessible on the ECAS website. 
Opening the event, Meglena Kuneva, Honorary president of ECAS gave an overview of the aims and the 
main questions of the each of the conference panels on different aspects of citizenship: rights, access and 
belonging. She pointed out that a real citizen pillar in the EU still does not exist, nor is there a real 
‘European citizens’ lobby’. The main theme of the conference should be how to create one. In her view, a 
problem solving and citizen participation facility could be part of the answer. 

 

The proposal for the ambitious project to create a European Citizens’ House, a good example of a 
practical vision to give citizens among all the Institutional buildings their own space, was presented by 
Assya Kavrakova from ECAS. The House should serve as an enabling environment - a space where issue 
based flexible partnerships will be formed among civil society organisations (‘CSOs’) and/or different 
stakeholders to empower citizens and to help advance different aspects of the European policy agenda 
for the public benefit. As a capacity building and problem solving facility, existing both virtually and 
physically in Brussels, and in Member States, it should serve various purposes: 

 as a ‘one stop shop’ on European citizens’ rights enforcement 

 as a help desk for organisers of European citizens’ initiatives (ECI’s)  

 as a resource center and bureau providing advice on civic participation in European public policy  

 as a user friendly space for brainstorming, the exchange of ideas and best practices, and for the 
networking of like-minded individuals across Europe 

A virtual platform in English http://www.citizenhouse.eu/ has been developed with a virtual contact point 
in Bulgarian http://www.citizenhouse.bg./. A location for the physical house has been found in the 
Etterbeek commune in Brussels in the form of three breath-taking buildings. By the end of 2015, the 
European Citizen’s House should be fully operational both virtually and as a physical place in Brussels and 
in the Member States. A hotline to help solve difficult problems in the enforcement of European rights 
will be launched at the beginning of the European Year of Citizens in January 2013. 

 

In his presentation, Gunnar Wettergren, Department of Computer and System Sciences, Stockholm 
University presented a proposal for an educational tool on theory and practice of transnational 
participatory democracy. An online training tool on ECI´s based on the materials compiled from the ECI – 
link events, debating the new right of ECI’s from different perspectives, will create a dedicated online 
dissemination space. This will form a basis for the future development of an online and an interactive 
training course to be hosted on European Citizens’ House website. The ECI link Demo should be based on 
three thematic approaches. The first will use a more historical approach, presenting the audience the key 
facts necessary to understand how this new instrument was adopted. The second approach will give an 
overview of the theory and implications of the tool in the field of European integration and participatory 
democracy. The last approach will reflect on the concrete needs of the ECI organisers providing them with 
a sort of ECI Manual, a step-by step guide on the successful preparation, launch, and conduct of the ECIs’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ecas-citizens.eu/content/view/468/
http://www.citizenhouse.eu/
http://www.citizenhouse.bg./
http://www.ecas-citizens.eu/content/view/416/381/
http://www.ecas-citizens.eu/content/view/416/381/
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I. Rights 
An expert panel composed of Joao Sant’ Anna, Director in the European Ombudsman’s office, Rodolphe 
Munoz, Senior Lecturer at Liége University, and Alain Brun, Secretary general of the association 
‘Européens sans frontiers,’ commented on recommendations to close the gap between the fine principles 
of European law and how these rights are actually applied on the ground. 

 

To raise awareness about European rights, to speed up their enforcement and to prevent new barriers 
from emerging will be important especially during the Year which the EU has devoted to its citizens. 
Although these actions are of great importance, they would not by themselves create a sense of European 
citizenship. 

 

Joao Sant’ Anna was of the opinion, that due to the current and persistent information deficit, citizens are 
not sufficiently informed about their rights. Multilinguism is essential for citizens’ participation and the 
activities of national and European bodies have to become more transparent. The European Ombudsman 
called for example for Commission consultation procedures to be in more languages. There is a need for 
greater transparency in policy-making and the rule making processes of EU institutions so that people can 
scrutinise the activities of public authorities, evaluate their performance and call them to account. He 
referred to findings of an opinion poll survey that 70% of people felt insufficiently informed about the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights. 

 

Rodolphe Munoz was of the opinion that citizens currently feel distant and frustrated, as they do not 
know where to turn when it comes to the enforcement of their rights. The Report drafted by ECAS with 
the pro bono assistance of Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer which considers the extent of the 
Commission´s powers of enforcement against individual Member States, shows that these powers go 
further with regard to the enforcement of the rules of competition, trade and internal market law, than in 
the field of EU citizenship law. There should be a stronger political will of all the stakeholders involved to 
aim for more robust enforcement and speeding up of existing infringement procedures. Efforts have to be 
undertaken not only at the European level, but also at national level when it comes to the correct 
implementation of legislation. The creation of additional enforcement powers in order to enhance the 
citizenship regime could be considered. However, the primary focus should be on improving existing 
procedures. 

 

Alain Brun stated that discrimination on the basis of nationality, which is at the ‘heart’ of the EU 
citizenship, must end. The EU should attempt to further legislate in the areas where it has a power to do 
so (e.g. Art. 18 (2) Treaty on the functioning of the European Union whereby the European Parliament 
and the Council my adopt rules which would lead to the prohibition of discrimination on grounds of 
nationality). He reiterated that EU citizens do not have sufficient knowledge of their rights, even though 
the recent Eurobarometer surveys show a certain progress in this field. However, it is not only about the 
knowledge of individual rights; it is also about the recognition of the limits of these rights. Some existing 
legislation should therefore be simplified (e.g. Directive 2004/38/EC) and the list of some rights (e.g. 
political ones, a right to vote in national and regional elections) could also be completed as citizens do not 
feel yet sufficiently motivated by partial rights. The legislation could be made more comprehensible for 
EU citizens. The EU should also make the right decision when it comes to the choice of the form of a legal 
instrument (for instance Directive 2004/38/EC could be changed into a regulation which would be directly 
applicable in the legal order of the Member States).  

 

Participants confirmed that some useful ideas were put forward which could be further developed during 
the European Year of Citizens in 2013.There was also a suggestion to strengthen the social rights attached 
to European citizenship. 

 

http://www.ecas-citizens.eu/index.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_download&gid=1030&Itemid=
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II. Access 

 

Panel discussion - 1st session 
This panel concentrated on the presentation of three different ECI´s - ‘Let me vote’, ‘Fraternité 2020’, and 
‘Water is a human right’ and on the examination of the main outcomes of the ECI link project which 
helped to raise awareness about this new transnational democratic right across Europe. 

 

The ‘Let me vote’ ECI, represented at the panel by Prof. Catriona Seth, Université de Lorraine, proposes a 
right to vote in regional and national elections in the Member State where they reside. Organisers behind 
this proposal believe that these new rights would confirm the common values proclaimed by the Lisbon 
Treaty and the Charter of Fundamental Rights – namely the principles of equality, free movement, and 
solidarity. The new rights would at the same time encourage better citizens’ inclusion in the country of 
their residence by contributing to remedy the loss of voting rights presently experienced by a significant 
number of EU citizens residing abroad for a long period. Prof. Seth was rather positive, despite the fact 
that current technical problems prevent this initiative from collecting signatures online (making it possible 
only from January 2013). She noted that awareness raised around this ECI has already proved beneficial. 

 

The ECI ‘Fraternité 2020’ which aims to "enhance EU exchange programmes – like Erasmus or the 
European Voluntary Service – in order to contribute to a united Europe based on solidarity among citizens” 
was represented by Alessandra Mirabile. She acknowledged the help of the European Commission with 
the server for the online collection of signatures. As to the practicalities linked to the implementation of 
the ECI, one of the major challenges for this Citizens’ Committee has been the confrontation with the 
development of a long-term strategy and, most importantly, the campaigning and awareness raising 
actions. Their aim is to communicate to the widest audience possible about the potentials which this 
initiative could have in terms of social, cultural and economic benefits. 

 

Xavier Dutoit, the organiser of the ECI - ‘Water as a human right’, introduced how this ECI considers 
sanitation and water as human rights to be essential public services for all inhabitants of 27 EU Member 
States and beyond. That is why the promoters of this ECI want to withdraw water supplies and their 
management resources from internal market rules and exclude water services from liberalisation. This is 
the first ECI that started to successfully collect signatures online at the beginning of October 2012, coming 
up with a private hosting solution. The main challenges for them are high costs behind the maintenance 
of the system and the issue of secure storage of signatures collected online. A demonstration on how to 
access the online collection form on the website of this initiative was definitely useful in visualisation of 
the whole process. 

 

Judit Valles Noguera from the Fundacio Ferrer i Guardia, presented the outcomes of the first conference 
held on 11 May 2012 under the ECI-link project, financed by the European Commission under the Europe 
for Citizens Programme. The conference provided participants with general information about the ECI´s 
and their characteristics and procedures, focusing mainly on legal aspects of the ECI Regulation. The place 
chosen for the conference at the Parliament of Catalonia reflected the political support in Barcelona. The 
importance of ECI´s has been recognised in follow up awareness raising campaigns across the Region. 
Especially, during times of economic and financial crisis, when there is a growing distance between the EU 
and its citizens, ECI´s should serve as a way of strengthening European integration. The conference has 
produced two comprehensive reports available to the general public on the website of ECAS and that of 
Fundacio Ferrer i Guardia. 

 

Sarah Fröb from Toute L´Europe spoke about the results of the second conference organised under the 
ECI link project which focused on the communications aspects around this new instrument. In the 
individual sessions discuss, there was support for the creation of such a democratic tool, but one which is 

http://www.letmevote.eu/
http://www.fraternite2020.eu/
http://www.right2water.eu/
http://www.ecas-citizens.eu/content/view/416/381/
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extremely complex when it comes to actual use. Different communication tools and efficient ways of 
networking were recommended. The need to collect signatures online and to set up an internet website 
with the right communications strategy is a necessity and remains the only efficient tool for the 
promotion of individual ECI’s at the European level. It has been acknowledged that the initial problems 
surrounding the online signature collection systems prevented the organisers from the launch of their 
campaigns. An overview of the morning panel discussion and of the three afternoon workshops held on 
29 June 2012 together with a comprehensive list of recommendations from the event are available on the 
websites of Toute L´Europe and ECAS. 

 

Panel discussion - 2nd session 
The second session of the panel examined the first months of ECI’s after they entered into force in April 
2012. The ECI community, activists and the academic community have invested a lot into this new 
promising transnational instrument; however, the reality is that it is far from being ready to be used 
effectively. Most EU citizens still do not know that this instrument exists, and the potential users face the 
challenges putting it into the practice. 

 

According to Prof. Johannes Pichler, Director of the Austrian Institute of European Law and Legal Policy, 
the reasons for the current situation can be found in the wrong philosophy of the ECI Regulation. This 
mirrors the current problems which ECI’s have to face - organisers are poorly informed and unprepared, 
with authorities have been ambivalent and reluctant to act. The new critical report by Bruno Kaufmann, 
suggests that the re launch of ECIs must take into account the following elements: – training, support 
from the EU institutions, mutual understanding and reconsideration of the financial aspects. 

 

The representative of the European Commission, Bernd Biervert, Deputy Head of Cabinet responsible for 
Inter-institutional relation and Administration, was more optimistic. In his view, there was a long way to 
go before this new instrument was adopted and therefore it is logical that the subsequent developments 
following the entry into force are not straightforward. ECI´s are just at the ´teething´ stage, and there is a 
need to manage expectations which could have been raised wrongly. Therefore everyone should reassess 
their role in the process. Currently we are experiencing a new phase of e-democracy, a new step in the 
attempt to build a cyber-pan-European democracy, where the ECI’s will play an important role. Despite 
the initial problems, there have been examples of ECI´s which started to collect signatures even without 
institutional support. However, he has acknowledged that with the ECI Regulation there is room for 
improvements. 

 

According to Christophe Leclerq from Euractiv, there is an urgent need to develop tools for proper 
decision-making and this would only be possible with the joint efforts of all stakeholders involved in the 
process. The institutions cannot be the only one to blame for the early failures experienced with the ECI’s. 
ECI’s are currently too bureaucratic with no proper public space and lack of citizens’ involvement. 
Therefore, there is an urgent need to build an ‘ECI community’ with the involvement of all the 
stakeholders concerned, including civil society actors, European Institutions and also the political parties. 
Feedback and work with social media will be equally important as it is an essential way in which the public 
is expected to become engaged with ECIs’. Transnational debates over the issues of concern should 
continue especially during the European Year of Citizens in 2013 in the run up to the European elections 
in 2014. Finally, the medium term objectives should be the legal review of the ECI Regulation, 
simplification and harmonisation of the whole process in 2015. 

 

Justin Greenwood, Professor of European Public Policy from Robert Gordon University in Aberdeen, 
talked about how civil society organisations (CSOs) could be a possible source for the ECI’s especially with 
the procedural demands set out in the ECI Regulation, which is now too bureaucratic. He also mentioned 
the potential effects that the ECI’s can have on the field of relations between the European institutions 

http://www.ecas-citizens.eu/content/view/416/381/
http://www.ecas-citizens.eu/index.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_download&gid=1034&Itemid=
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and CSOs.1 The CSOs organised at the EU level see the ECI’s as a threat to the ‘civil dialogue’ agenda which 
is centred on them compared to those newly mobilised by the ECI, which have in the end not much of a 
choice but to join the game of institutionalised politics. The democratic legitimacy of the EU has to benefit 
from the social movements brought by the ECI’s. There is a need for inclusive measures which would 
facilitate their use and a proper means of campaigning to fulfil the resource requirements for would-be 
initiatives. Some ECI’s resembled student practices but over time this instrument should work. 

 

Stéphane Carrara, Researcher at Centre de Recherches Politiques de la Sorbonne talked about European 
participation and challenges related to online pan-European mobilization. Emails and other existing 
internet tools (websites, social networks, ID cards) have a great potential to reduce participation costs at 
the pan-European level. However, despite the fact that internet brings innovation to pan-European 
mobilization; it is not accessible to everyone. The outcomes of results collected by pilot ECIs suggests that 
only 15,85% of signatures were collected online in case of 1 million for disability. According to his study2, 
the internet still plays a relatively weak role in collection of statements of support, dissemination of 
information and campaigning. The source of the problem is to be found also at national level due to the 
technical and cultural differences which exist among the individual Member States. He therefore 
concluded that by making internet literacy a prerequisite to ECI participation, e-ECIS’s open up new 
possibilities but have also to tackle barriers to pan-European participation.  

 

To conclude, panellists were largely of the opinion that whilst the ECI’s put forward were promising, and 
represent a new development in civil society, they need more support from the EU institutions as well as 
an independent helpdesk. The following Year would be a good occasion for development of such 
structures. 

 

 

 

III. Belonging 
 

The panel represented by the EU institutions and civil society examined the challenges of the European 
Year in 2013, which with a budget of only about 2 million euro must nevertheless succeed also at the 
national level. 

 

Antigoni Papadopoulou, MEP, Rapporteur for the European Year of Citizens, recalled that the concept of 
European citizenship was introduced into the Union law already 20 years ago. With respect to the 
progress made so far in this area, the following year will be ideal for a proper discussion and 
consideration of further improvements in this field as measures adopted so far did not help the EU avoid 
the economic and social crisis. That is why the voice of citizens’ now has to be heard more than ever by 
the European decision-makers. She explained the Parliament’s position which in the framework of the 
European Year stresses the need to raise awareness on EU citizens’ rights. The promotion of the rights 
should take place in the context of active citizen participation in the democratic life of the EU. The general 
objective is to enhance awareness and knowledge of these rights and responsibilities attached to the EU 
citizenship in order to enable citizens to make full use of them. Civil society organisations should be 
actively involved in the process of the Year, including the tools of participatory democracy, such as ECI’s 
and public consultations. However, the limited budget on which the Year has to operate could prevent it 
from having tangible effects. She acknowledged that various aspects of citizenship should be taken into 
account.  

                                                 
1
 For further reading: Justin Greenwood, (2012) The European Citizens’ Initiative an EU Civil Society Organisations,  Perspectives 

on European Politics and Society, Vol. 13, No. 3, pp. 325-336.  
2
Stéphane Carrara, (2012) Towards e-ECIs? European Participation by online Pan-European Mobilization, Perspectives on 

European Politics and Society, Vol. 13, No. 3, pp. 352-369.  
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Andris Gobins from the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) stressed the central role of 
citizens in terms of participation in Europe´s future and the importance of the immediate actions which 
should be taken at national and European level. For the EESC, the European Year must be about the active 
and participatory citizenship. It should encourage informed, active and inclusive citizen participation in 
the European process and in the political and social life with a focus on the diversity of society´s needs. 
The amount of funding available for accomplishment of the Year’s objective should be appropriate, and in 
proportion to the importance of the goals which should be achieved. An open space and partnership 
building event with will be organised by the EESC at the beginning of the Year. It is also necessary to take 
into account the new prospects opened up by Article 11 of the Treaty on the European Union. 

 

Sophie Beernaerts from the European Commission believes that the European citizenship should not be 
only about rights but also about participation and civic engagement. The Commission knows how difficult 
it is to reach citizens and how it is even a greater challenge of trying to get them involved. That is why the 
Commission will continue to develop the citizenship agenda and mobilize all the representative networks, 
while using the help of social media. Citizens have to feel that they form a concrete part of the European 
project. Concerning the budget, specific programmes could be used to co-finance activities under the 
Year, not just the limited special budget. 

 

For Ettore Recchi, Professor at the University of Chieti, Pescara, EU citizenship means a ‘tridimensional 
concept’ composed of the membership of rights, duties, and identity as proposed by the programme of 
the conference. The sense of belonging can be seen as a political dividend of EU mobility. The moving 
Europeans are living testimonials of the import of EU citizenship and the “truest” movers in the eyes of 
the rest of the population. However, so far, they have been reluctant to engage in active citizenship 
practices, as much as they could (e.g. stronger participation in the EP elections, low interest in local affairs 
of the Member State where they temporarily reside). He suggested two proposals in order to empower 
the EU’s transnational citizens. At the level of European elections, a solution could be to establish a 
common election system, while in each country every list must include candidates who are nationals of 
other Member States (at least 50%). This would help to EU – wide transnational dialogue, and would 
overcome solely nationally based representation in the EP. At the same time it would create a stronger EU 
level-party system. The second proposal relates to the establishment of quotas for non-national EU 
citizens in party lists (in case of local elections, e.g. 10%) which would give a stronger voice to EU residents 
of different nationalities, who are likely to bring diverse sensitivities and diverse political styles. The 
current crisis should be used to foster a sense of citizens’ belonging and strengthen the citizens´ support 
for the EU. Also these measures have the advantage of being inexpensive. 

 

For Diogo Pinto, representing the European Year of Citizens Alliance Steering Committee, the proposal is 
an important step forward in the building of a citizen-friendly EU that would no longer be reduced to 
merely economic preoccupations. The European Year of Citizens in 2013 should be used to tackle the 
European sense of belonging to a common European Union. The Alliance published a manifesto, which 
advances the ideas for an active European citizenship. The Year should give citizenship its full meaning 
and scope in order to help to reduce the gap between the EU and its citizens, which in turn implies 
concrete actions for all of us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://ey2013-alliance.eu/


 8 

Concluding remarks 
 

Tony Venables, Director of ECAS, thanked participants for staying until the end of the day and 
acknowledged that the programme, structured around three aspects: Rights, Access and Belonging was 
coherent and allowed for a very fruitful discussion. The conference could be useful for the organisers of 
the other events during the Year in 2013. 

 

Luca Jahier, President of Group III ´Various Interests’ from the EESC, stressed that nowadays it is the 
financial crisis which is in the center of European concerns. That is why it is necessary to send a clear 
message to European citizens reflecting the importance of the institutional triangle created on the basis 
of Articles 10, 11, 12 of the Lisbon Treaty. To advance this dimension is essential in order to promote 
European citizenship.  

 

Philippe Cayla, promoter of the ‘Let me vote’ ECI and Chairman of Euronews development, stressed the 
uncertainty that surrounds this new tool reflecting a number of technical problems which still need to be 
solved. Procedural arrangements that may undermine the smooth work of this democratic processes 
related to the new instrument must be overcome. 

 


