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The European Citizens’ Initiative: what’s at stake? 
 

 

Article 11 of the Lisbon Treaty affirms that 
“4. 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. 

 

The procedures and conditions required for such a citizens' initiative shall be determined in 

accordance with the first paragraph of Article 21 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 

European Union”. 

 

The European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) is the first participatory tool that gives citizens the right to 

directly participate in the EU’s legislative process. This right, set out in Regulation 211/2011, entered 

into force on first of April 2012, and has now been in place for 18 months.   

 

The ECI give citizens a European right of initiative, providing the opportunity for at least 1 million 

European citizens to ask the European Commission (EC) to legislate on a certain issue provided that 

that it is within the framework of its competences.  Hence the result of the ECI is not a zero-sum 

game. Citizens now have the same right as the European Parliament and the European Council to ask 

the legislator to consider their request, as the EC has still the right of initiative in proposing 

legislation. Consequently the ECI is not a direct democracy tool but a participatory democracy tool, 

called the ‘right of initiative’ as it gives citizens the opportunity to place their request at the 

beginning of the policy-process. 

Considering that, according to a recent Eurobarometer released in March 2013, two-thirds of 

Europeans say that their voice does not count in the EU (67%)1, the ECI has been greeted as the main 

way of making citizens’ concerns heard at the EU level. In times of crisis both political and 

economical, more than 5 million citizens across Europe have supported an ECI and about 80% did so 

by signing online. This figure is in line with results of the Eurobarometer survey showing that the 

preferred way for citizens to influence decision-making is to sign petitions both online and offline, 

followed by expressing their views on social media and with local or regional representatives. 

However, most ECIs did not succeed in collecting the 1 million signatures required, thus showing that 

the instrument needs some improvements in both its technical aspects and in the way it is managed 

both by the EU institutions and organisers.  

In response to the various challenges of this instrument, ECAS together with Democracy International 

and the Initiative & Referendum Institute Europe (IRI) have launched a not-for-profit service, whoose 
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purpose is to provide advice and help to ECI organizers before and during the process of launching 

and implementing an ECI. The ECI Support Centre provides information and support to citizens and 

will organize and manage proactively contributions to the revision in 2015.  

This document, which was elaborated in the framework of the above mentioned service, will give an 

overview on the state of play of the ECI, outline the main tendencies as well as the main issues 

related to its use, and will focus on the next steps ahead both in terms of legislative process of the 

instrument and of the successful initiatives. 

State of play and tendencies 
Since April 2012, 40 initiatives were presented to the European Commission 10 ECIs are open, 9 are 

closed, 15 have been refused and 6 ECIs have been withdrawn. Of the six initiatives that have been 

withdrawn, 4 have been re-registered, as permitted by the European Commission due to the 

problems related to the online collection of signatures since the very beginning.  

The deadline of 1st of November 2013 saw the end of campaign for the firsts ECI. Only three have 

been successful in gathering more than 1 million signatures: Right to water, One of Us and Stop 

Vivisection.  

Reflecting on the first 18 months of life of this instrument, some key aspects both in terms of what 

works and what does not work can be identified. 

Firstly, the timing of the initiative vis-à-vis the policy process is a key t influence and advocate for 

change and at the same time to justify the campaign to citizens. This has been the case for the Right 

to water initiative launched by the European Federation of Public Service Unions (EPSU). During their 

campaign, Commissioner Barnier, responsible for internal market, pushed forward the Concessions 

Directive which was aimed at setting out minimum EU requirements for the award by public 

authorities of "concession" contracts to procure works or services from private suppliers.2  The Right 

to water campaign successfully advocated for the exclusion of water from this directive3, even before 

the official end date of the campaign, and pushed people to sign by showing the impact of 

privatization of water in Greece and other countries on the demands of the troika4. Similarly, the ECI 

One of us was successful in pushing a European Parliament Resolution on sexual and reproductive 

health and rights5 in the desired direction during the plenary vote on the 28th of October 2013, and 

also in asking the responsible parliamentary committee to reexamine the file. On the initiative’s 

website it is stated that: “the Initiative’s organizers and the supporting citizens altogether raise their 

voice to the EU Parliament and to the EU citizens in favor of the protection and defense of the 

human life from the conception, and for the dignity of the human embryo as One of Us”6. At large, it 
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can be noticed that a policy proposal that goes against the value of an initiative can trigger the 

collection of signatures and raise the chances of success7.  

Secondly, a strong grassroots network with many volunteers on the ground is essential to collect 

signatures both online and on paper. The successful campaigns were able to rely on the support of 

wide European networks, such as trade union or the Catholic Church movements. The Stop 

Vivisection campaign was able to collect 1.126.0058 million signatures thanks to 2500 collection 

points across the EU. Adriano Varrica, European coordinator of Stop Vivisection, confirmed that the 

result was made possible by a reliable and strong network of 22.000 volunteers across the Union.  

Thirdly, the presence of public figures (VIPs) that can raise the public’s awareness of the issue helped 

to improve campaigns’ visibility and rate of success. The ECI One of us was publicly acknowledged by 

the Pope during his Sunday appraisal9. The news was reported and widespread all over the Internet 

and the mainstream media.  

When it comes to the collection of signatures, even successful initiatives have had trouble gathering 

signatures since the beginning. Stop Vivisection collected more than 400.000 signatures in just one 

month thanks to the “snowball effect”, the principle for which “the more signatures you have the 

more you will get”. Therefore, despite the initial problems linked to the online platforms provided by 

the European Commission to gather signatures, transnational initiatives were made possible by 

running both online and offline campaigns – especially online campaigns which reach people that 

cannot be reached through face-to-face contact. In fact, most of the campaigns were run 

predominantly online, but a combination of tools such as grassroots level campaigning and 

transnational communication tools have led to success.  

In general, even ECIs that have not been successful in gathering 1 million signatures have managed to 

put the issue on the agenda at the EU level and to raise the profile of the issue by bringing it into the 

political arena or at least in the discussions surrounding it. Thus, the instrument is used, even if as a 

side effect, as an advocacy device to publicly influence current affairs and policy-making processes. 

This is increasingly evident when observing the above mentioned One of Us campaing, used to also 

influence the European Parliament work on the Resolution on sexual and reproductive health and 

rights and the European Free Vaping Initiative, supported by the e-cigarettes industry. The latter 

successfully lobbied the European Parliament on the tobacco directive10 which rejected the proposal 

of the European Commission to regulate E-cigarettes as medicines on the 8th of October11. 

A path full of challenges and reforms needed 
The first months of life of this agenda-setting tool have revealed the main shortcomings of the 

instrument in the way it has been designed and managed.  
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The first major obstacle encountered by organizers is in registering the precise legal basis for the 

initiative.  The EC checks that the “ECI does not manifestly fall outside the scope of the Commission's 

power (outside EU competences) (art 4.2b), that it is not "manifestly abusive, frivolous or vexatious" 

(art 4.2c) or manifestly contrary to the values of the EU (e.g. against the Charter of Fundamental 

Rights)(art 4.2d). In the past months the EC has adopted a quite restrictive approach as 15 ECIs were 

refused, being 40% of the initiative presented until now, the main motivation being that the initiative 

manifestly falls outside the scope of the Commission's power. Even though the EC is publishing online 

the letter of refusal addressed to the organizers, they are predominantly lacking of detailed 

explanations. Therefore, Those initiatives that have been rejected were done so because they were 

manifestly outside the competences of the European Commission. In this respect, the organisers of a 

refused ECI on “ONE MILLION SIGNATURES FOR A EUROPE OF SOLIDARITY” have brought the issue to 

the European Court of Justice, which will need to rule on the legal admissibility of the ECI and will 

shed light on the EC’s discretion regarding on the terms and conditions outlined in Article 4 of Reg. 

211/201112.  

 

ECI organisers faced several barriers during the running of campaigns, such as language barriers and 

in the translation of the ECI for the EC website, the national requirements for the collection of 

signatures, restrictions linked to the online collection of signatures and the time constraints, which 

are stressed by the online collection of signatures which requires from 1 to 3 months to set up.   

 

-Török/Robert Stein, 11 million citizens are deprived of their right to 

support an ECI due to Annex III13, which is a combination of the passport principle with the residence 

principle. Some Member States, in agreement with the European Commission, modified Annex III on 

the 11th of July 201314 to simplify the procedures for signing an ECI and allowing citizens living abroad 

to sign and reducing the requirements needed to do so. This is a step forward and improves the 

usability of the instrument. As outlined by Simona Pronckutė, member of the Fraternité2020 citizens’ 

committee, “citizens were reluctant in giving their ID number when signing our initiative, [and] as a 

result, not many citizens did so”. Most of the organisers complained over the accessibility and the 

user-friendliness of the online collection system for citizens. Even with the help of the European 

Commission’s software, the organisers are faced with technical documentation and they bare the 

responsibility for the misuse of the tool.   

 

An additional concern is related to the issue of data protection, which it is not clarified in Regulation 

211/2011 and so leaves organisers with full liability concerning the protection of data. This means 

that, as it stands now, ECI organisers need to comply with the data protection directive in the 

Member State in which they are established. This could be interpreted to be the country of residence 

of the representative of the citizens committee or the country in which the leading organiser is 

established. While the Commission’s interpretation of the current law has brought some clarity into 

the field, it will be particularly beneficial for ECI organisers if a new, clearer regulation is adopted 

along the lines of the Commission’s proposal. 
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The lack of funding and external support for campaigns was also put forward as some of the main 

challenges for organisers. Estimations carried out demonstrated that successful campaigns usually 

spend, both in terms of staff-costs and real expenses, 1 euro a signature. Moreover, the fact that 

most of the initiatives did not have access to European networks or to European widespread media 

or politicians limited the visibility and the outreach of campaigns. According to Mr Drillon, organiser 

of the Waste Management campaign, which collected 754 signatures in 14 different countries, 

European networks expressed little interest in joining and promoting the campaign, as the initiative 

was not initiated by them in the first place, and so they did not want to make it visible even though it 

was in line with their mission-statement and priorities. 

 

This confirms Justin Greenwood’s15 and Louis Bouza Garcia’s16 reflections on ECI organizers, which 

affirms that they are providing a new “source of competition” to the status and modus operandi of 

already established NGOs in Brussels. “The latter have primarily been geared towards relatively 

closed networks of advocacy with EU political institutions, but the ECI will require such organisations 

to become much more outward looking in their linkages with ‘grass-roots’ civil society, and to 

develop new skills of public campaigning and fund-raising”17. The newcomers (ECI organisers) are in 

fact bringing along a new wave of civil society organisations and movements that are not yet 

represented in Brussels, improving therefore the legitimacy of the EU and forcing the networks in 

Brussels to reconnect with their constituencies and citizens at national level. To quote Luis Bouza 

Garcia, “while very few campaigns are capable of attracting one million supporters, the ECI has wider 

value in encouraging actors from civil society to engage with the public, rather than simply 

attempting to lobby the EU’s institutions directly”18. 

What to expect in 2014: calling for public consultations for the reform of the 

ECI Regulation 
The three successful ECIs submitted their signatures to the national authorities that will verify them 

according to their national procedures19. Right2Water has been the first one to start this process, 

noticing some bugs in the system of extrapolating the online signatures.  Once the signatures have 

been validated, ECI organizers will need to submit their initiative to the European Commission, which 

will have three months to examine the initiative and decide how to proceed further. The organizers 

will then have the opportunity to meet with the Commission and will have the opportunity to 

present their ECI to a public hearing organized at the European Parliament. Finally, the Commission 

will adopt a Communication explaining its conclusions and the actions that it intends to take or not to 

take. 
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As for the other initiatives, they were pioneers. They used the ECI as an advocacy instrument, trying 

to influence policy-making and the debate by gathering public consensus across the Union on their 

issue. As their initiatives are over on paper, organizers need to decide what they want to do with the 

critical mass of support they mobilized along their trip. They might well decide to mobilize their 

supporters again to pursue their campaign further using other European advocacy tools (petition, the 

formation of an advocacy group in Brussels, the launch of a campaign for the next European 

elections, etc.) or they might choose to end the experience there and try other national or regional 

paths for their advocacy. 

 

The result might not be as satisfactory as we wished it had been, but there is room for improvement 

both for the technical aspects and for the enforcement of this new European right in light of the 

revision of the Regulation in 2015. 

 

2014 is therefore a very important year to set the basis for change in the Regulation as the European 

elections and the new EC will also need to address the issue of how to better involve citizens in the 

policy process and make their voices heard at the EU level. Civil society and citizens need to work 

together to advocate for a Regulation that will be as user-friendly as desired and that will tackle all 

the deficiencies of the instrument while enlightening citizens on the use of this tool to influence the 

EU policy-making.  

 

Overall, despite the difficulties and the deficiencies of the instrument per se, what we have seen in 

the past year was genuine bottom-up civic participation from “the new guys on the block”, trying to 

change the status quo. 

 

On the 19th of March 2013 conference organized with stakeholders and policy-makers the following 

recommendations for a revision of the Regulation 211/2011 were put forward20. On the basis of this 

discussion, the ECI Support Centres calls for a wide consultation on the Regulation to broaden the 

debate with interested parties and citizens to improve the ECI and make it a genuine citizens’ 

initiative tool. 
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Soft revision 

 

1) Better communication and outreach to citizens  
The EU Institutions and Member States should start a dissemination and information 
campaign to inform citizens of this new right.  

2) Extension of the period of signature collection  
The regulation should extend the period from 12 months to 18 or 24 months based on the 
experience of current ECI organizers.  

3) Availability of multilingual websites and training programmes on ECIs  
Training programs and information, as well as educational material, should be available for 
ECIs organizers and organizers to-be in order to educate citizens on this new right.  

4) Increase the transparency on the process of decision  
The Regulation should foresee more transparency in the decision-making process as well as 
more transparency should be demanded for funding of ECIs.  
 

Hard revision 

 

1) Foresee a reimbursement scheme for ECI organisers  
A start-up fund should allow ECI organisers to test their ideas, pilot signature collection and 
design the necessary tools before registration, provided they stand a reasonable chance of 
success.  

2) Internalization of the Online Collection Signature and the server by the Commission  
The Commission should be entitled, under the regulation, to set up and maintain a server for 
the online collection of signatures to be offered to ECI organizers, as a right.  

3) Simplification of the collection of signatures by creating uniformity of the requirements 
across Europe  
A major simplification of the regulation should reduce the multiplicity of different national 
requirements for signature collection and, in particular, the use of ID or passport numbers, 
which is a real deterrent.  

4) Enlargement of access to sign an ECI  
The new regulation should lower the age of eligibility to allow citizens over 16 and third 
country nationals, legally resident in the EU, to sign for an ECI. The regulation should also 
make sure that European citizens resident in other member states will be allowed to sign an 
ECI.  

5) Clarification of EU data protection law  
The new regulation should clarify the role of the citizens’ committees and whether the 
citizens committee should comply with a single data protection authority or whether they 
are subject to data protection rules in each and every member states they are collecting 
signatures.  

 
 


