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On 9 May 2022, the Conference on the Future of Europe 
concluded its work with the presentation of the final Report to 
the Presidents of the three European institutions. The Report 
includes forty-nine concrete proposals for the improvement of the 
European integration process and the modus operandi of the EU 
institutional architecture. It cannot and does not fully capture the 
depth and richness of the discussions and the deliberations that 
occurred throughout the Conference. Many interesting proposals 
and ideas do not appear in the final text but have fertilized the 
fruitful and productive interactions within the European public 
and will continue to do so in the future. At the same time, the 
Report neither elaborates nor critically reviews the deficiencies of 
the process, not only in terms of logistics but also occasionally in 
terms of substance and direction of the process. 

The purpose of this publication is to offer an overview of the most 
important insights of the Conference, highlighting not only what is 
worth replicating but also what needs attention and remedy in case 
of a new round of citizens’ deliberation on the future of Europe. The 
conclusion of the Conference should not signal the end of an one-
off, pan-European, democratic experiment. We need to reflect upon 
the need and value of constant citizens’ engagement.   Deliberative 
democracy can go hand by hand with representative democracy, as 
long as it is appropriately structured and meaningfully conducted. 
This publication aims to contribute to this direction.

Jenny Kapellou
Head of the Hanns Seidel 

Foundation Office in Greece

George Pagoulatos
Director General, ELIAMEP

Foreword
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The Conference on the Future of Europe (CoFoE), originally 
proposed by President Emmanuel Macron in 2019, has been 
an unprecedented transnational experiment in deliberative de-
mocracy that kicked off on Europe Day 2021 and ran for one 
year. The Conference has been a complex process involving 800 
randomly selected citizens as well as representatives from EU 
institutions and other EU bodies, national governments and 
parliaments, social partners, and civil society organisations. In 
the end, this process produced a plethora of ideas and recom-
mendations in areas that will determine the future of Europe: 
from climate change and the environment, to health, social 
justice and equality, economy and security, digitalisation and 
democracy, as well as values and culture.

But although the Conference officially ended on 9 May 2022, the 
post-Conference process and the overall debate on the future of 
Europe has clearly not come to an end, especially now that the 
EU and its members have entered a new era following the Rus-
sian invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022. Although we can 
draw some key lessons from the experience, it is still too early 
to make a final assessment, as the Conference’s overall balance 
sheet will ultimately depend on the changes it will bring about 
when it comes to reforming the European Union both in policy 
terms and regarding its future governance structure.

The Future is Now – 
What next after 
the Conference 
on the Future 
of Europe?

Janis A. Emmanouilidis
Director of Studies & Deputy Chief Executive

European Policy Centre (EPC), Brussels
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So, what are the key lessons one can derive from the Con-
ference? What must happen to make sure that its out-
come will be translated into tangible actions reflecting the 
Zeitenwende that we are experiencing since 24/2? And how 
can the Union enhance and modernize EU democracy by 
moving towards a higher level of citizens’ participation? 
 
 
Key lessons from the Conference experiment

The Conference on the Future of Europe aimed to give Europe-
ans a say on what they expect from the EU and provide them 
with have a greater role in shaping the future of the Union. But 
what are the main lessons from this transnational experiment 
of citizens’ participations and how can future processes profit 
from this experience?

Key lesson # 1 – long list of ambitious proposals, but lack of 
visibility and political support

The Report on the Final Outcome of the Conference on the 
Future of Europe (final report) covers nine broad areas1 and 
brings forward a list of 49 proposals including 326 measures.2 
The proposals mirror the outcome of citizens’ deliberations 
that took place in the framework of four European Citizens’ 
Panels (ECPs) involving a total of 800 randomly selected citi-
zens from all over the EU. The measures proposed in the final 
report are not spelled out in concrete detail. However, in sum 
they clearly point towards a higher level of European integra-
tion, as an implementation of the recommendations would re-
quire a substantially increased level of cooperation among EU 
member states. As such, the outcome of the Conference has 
shown that citizens are willing to go further than their govern-
ments, which often hesitate to pursue ambitious innovations 
at the Union level.

However, it is by no means sure that the Conference will en-
hance the political pressure needed to implement EU reforms, 
given that the CoFoE did not attract much public interest and 
lacked political support. The Conference suffered from a low 
level of visibility as most Europeans are not even aware that it 
took place. The meetings of the ECPs and the Conference Ple-
nary, which brought citizens together with representatives of 
European and national institutions, failed to generate excite-
ment among the wider European public and the media, who 
did not report widely about the Conference.

In addition, from its outset, the Conference lacked a sense of 
purpose and strong commitment from all member states. The 
European Parliament (EP), the Commission and national gov-
ernments had different opinions about the ultimate purpose 
and objectives of the Conference. Most member states were 

critical of the overall idea, expressing fears that the endeavour 
might raise expectations that the Union and its members would 
not be willing or able to fulfil. By initiating a debate about the 
‘future of Europe’ without ensuring the support of all those in-
volved, the Conference got off on the wrong foot.

Key lesson #2 – strong citizens’ involvement, but lack of pur-
pose and insufficient links to the (sub-)national dimension

Despite the lack of public interest and political support, the 
enthusiasm of the participating citizens gave the Conference 
a solid lifeline. The Citizens’ Panels were able to actively en-
gage citizens, broaden their perspectives and leave a long-last-
ing impression on them. When asked for their feedback on 
the process, almost all citizens expressed their excitement and 
satisfaction with the proceedings. They appreciated the op-
portunity to voice their opinions and ideas and to engage with 
policymakers and fellow citizens from other EU countries. Their 
motivation and patience, even when faced with some technical 
or logistical hitches, confirmed the important democratic func-
tion that deliberative processes can fulfil.3

But while citizens were strongly engaged in the Conference, 
many of them were asking themselves whether their ideas, 
contributions and proposals would, at the end of the day, 
make a difference. The circumstance that the overall purpose 
of the Conference was not clearly spelled out from the outset 
raised questions about the Conference’s potential effects on 
EU policymaking. In future, it will thus be important that the 
overall purpose and objective(s) of citizens’ deliberations will 
be spelled out as concretely as possible from the beginning. 
This clarification is also needed to ensure the buy-in and shared 
commitment of EU institutions and member states, given that 
they are the ones ultimately responsible for translating the out-
come of citizens’ deliberations into concrete policy decisions at 
the European and national level.

Another key lesson from the Conference experience is that 
transnational deliberations were not effectively linked to de-
bates happening in the member states. Those who participated 
in the ECPs and in the Plenary were largely unaware of the Con-
ference’s national dimension. The absence of systematic links 
between the different levels of deliberation – from the local, 
regional, national to the European level – was a key structural 
deficit of the Conference. Without a common methodological 
framework, national debates did not reflect transnational dis-
cussions in the Conference either. Moreover, since every coun-
try was free to conduct events if and as they wished, it was 
essentially impossible to compare and link national debates 
with each other. In future exercises it will thus be necessary 
to enhance the links between transnational and (sub-)nation-
al debates. To foster wider European debates across national 
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frontiers, it will be necessary to intensify debates on EU-related 
issues in the member states and link these discussions with de-
bates in other member states and at the European level.

Key lesson # 3 – inclusive approach, but lack of time and con-
creteness

The Conference allowed for bottom-up deliberations involving 
‘ordinary’ citizens from all over Europe. People were randomly 
selected from across all member states to represent the EU’s 
sociological diversity according to five criteria: geographic or-
igin, socio-economic background, level of education, gender, 
and age. Observers have critically noted that the final sample 
of citizens under-represented minority groups and over-rep-
resented well-educated people. However, in the end, the se-
lection process did make the grade when considering the sub-
stantial challenge of getting 800 citizens to commit to attending 
(both in-person and online) a demanding deliberative process 
that extended for months, while the Conference proceedings 
had also to cope with practical complications linked to the 
COVID19 pandemic.

However, deliberations in the ECPs and the Conference Plenary 
were burdened by a lack of time and concreteness. Although 
the Conference managed to come up with a plethora of propos-
als and measures, the limited time citizens had to deliberate as 
well as the wide scope of themes discussed in the Conference 
made it difficult for participants to go into depth. Both factors 
affected the quality and outcome of deliberations, especially 
given the fact that citizens lacked basic information about EU 
institutions, their functions and competences, and the deci-
sion-making process in general, let alone details about the cur-
rent state of play in each of the multifaceted policy fields they 
were asked to discuss. Consequently, participants tended to ex-
change random points instead of having a more informed and 
in-depth exchange that would have led to more tangible rec-
ommendations. The breadth and depth of the broad themes 
discussed were too large to be able to raise citizens’ awareness 
about the different issues or have proper deliberations during 
the sessions.

In addition, the process has shown that bringing together citi-
zens and representatives is no simple task, as the exchanges in 
the Conference Plenary and individual Working Groups have on 
many occasions exemplified. Although the interaction between 
the citizens and the representative dimension improved over 
time, this particular challenge deserves more attention and 
analysis if one aspires to improve the way citizens and repre-
sentatives will cooperate with each other in future delibera-
tive exercises. Overall, the experience of the Conference has 
shown that future forms of citizens’ participation should give 
participants more time and avoid broad topics by making the 

subject(s) discussed as precise as possible. If the aim is to come 
up with ideas and suggestions, a narrower topic and more 
specific questions would lead to more tangible outcomes. 

The post-Conference process – what next?

The Conference officially ended on 9 May with a celebratory 
event in Strasbourg, when the final report was handed over 
to the Presidents of the EP, Commission and Council. But 
the post-Conference process is already underway and the 
debate on the future of Europe has become more import-
ant than ever. In this context, it is now important to do two 
key things: first, to translate the outcome of the Conference 
into tangible actions reflecting the priorities of the changed 
environment we are confronted with following the invasion 
of Ukraine. Second, to make sure that the EU continues its 
path towards a higher level of citizens’ participation in an ef-
fort aiming to modernize EU democracy by responding to 
the increasing calls to provide citizens with enhanced oppor-
tunities to shape policy outcomes in the European Union.4 
 
The implications of the Zeitenwende and the need for a Wise 
Wo|men Group

Following the end of the Conference there is a need to make 
sure that its recommendations are translated into concrete ac-
tions that reflect the realities of the new era we live in. Russia’s 
invasion has radically changed the continent’s geopolitical and 
geoeconomic environment and this needs to be reflected in 
the Union’s way forward. Not only has the war opened a new 
major chapter in the “permacrisis”5, which the EU (and others) 
have been facing over the past decades. It also represents a 
structural break with the past, profoundly disrupting Europe’s 
security architecture and undermining fundamental assump-
tions in most areas of EU policymaking.

In its reactions to Russia’s invasion the EU has been more de-
cisive, united, and faster than in previous crises. Together with 
its allies, the Union and its members have provided important 
military, economic and humanitarian support to Kyiv and put 
severe economic pressure on Moscow to stop its atrocities in 
Ukraine. Yet, the recent difficulties surrounding the agreement 
of the EU27 on the imposition of an oil embargo against Rus-
sia reveal increasing differences among EU governments – dif-
ferences that also reflect some more fundamentally diverging 
views on how to deal with the Zeitenwende that we are experi-
encing since 24 February.

While the EU has managed to survive previous chapters of 
the permacrisis, it has not been able to make the far-reaching 
structural changes necessary to address the underlying causes 



7

and multiple consequences of the crises that Europe has ex-
perienced in the past 15 years. But this time there is a need 
to seek and identify more durable solutions. Europeans should 
not find themselves in a position further down the line, where 
they will question themselves why they did not act earlier, 
more decisively and more forcefully. Today, many are asking 
themselves why the EU and most member states did not draw 
the right conclusions already in 2008 or in 2014 – this should 
not happen again.

Although the EU and its members have reacted more decisively 
to the war of aggression than many expected, this is not the 
time for self-congratulation. The EU27 need to do more: EU in-
stitutions and member states should expect and prepare for 
the worst to avoid the worst – this was the approach taken in 
the context of the COVID19 crisis and this motto should again 
guide the Union’s actions after the Zeitenwende.

But the reactions of three main EU institutions to the Con-
ference on the Future of Europe have been a mixed bag. The 
EP responded strongest to the Conference outcome as a vast 
majority of parliamentarians called for the initiation of the or-
dinary revision procedure (Article 48 Treaty on the European 
Union (TEU)) including a Convention, noting that several of 
the proposals require amendments to the EU Treaties.6 The 
Commission has categorised the Conference proposals and de-
clared that it will announce “new proposals” when President 
von der Leyen will deliver her State of the Union address in 
September 2022.7 In addition, the Commission has announced 
that it will propose ways to ensure citizens are given a “closer 
role in EU policymaking”.8

Compared to the EP and the Commission, national govern-
ments have reacted very defensively to the Conference out-
come. At the EU Summit on 23/24 June 2022, the European 
Council simply took note of the proposals set out in the Confer-
ence’s final report, while EU leaders had no in-depth exchange 
about the measures brought forward by citizens and did not 
agree on potential next steps in the post-Conference process.9 
The European Council has not clarified how it intends to react 
to the proposals/measures that came out of the Conference; 
and the Council has merely published a table with a “prelimi-
nary technical assessment” of the proposals and related specif-
ic measures contained in the final report.10 

The collective reaction of the EU27 to the Conference has been 
insufficient both with respect to the expectations of citizens 
and in view of the watershed moment we witnessed on 24 Feb-
ruary. Given the call for reforms coming from citizens and con-
sidering the necessities resulting from the Zeitenwende, the 
EU27 should have the political will and stamina to prepare the 
Union for the new era – with no taboos when it comes to im-

plementing major policy innovations and establishing more ef-
fective governance structures. To do so, the EU should demon-
strate both unity and ambition along a concrete reform path.

As EU leaders are not (yet) ready to agree on an adequate fol-
low up to the Conference, the European Council should put 
in place a Wise Wo|men Group – including both experienced 
political heavyweights and representatives of younger gener-
ations – tasked with identifying core policy priorities and gov-
ernance reforms that reflect current imperatives as well as the 
outcome of the Conference.11 A Wise Wo|men Group could 
help EU leaders to agree on a list of urgent policy innovations, 
identify ways to improve the Union’s governance structure, 
and forge a detailed reform roadmap.

Several policy topics demand particular attention. The list 
should include the Union’s approach toward its neighbourhood 
and enlargement (in light also of the decision to grant Ukraine 
and Moldova candidate status), as well as the EU’s role in de-
fense investments and the scope of its mutual defense clause 
(Article 42.7 TEU). There is also the need to redefine radically 
the Union’s energy dependence and its efforts to counter cli-
mate change, which are related to the EU’s economic resilience 
and strategic autonomy in core areas.

Regarding potential governance reforms there is a need to 
make progress also with respect to different other aspects 
mentioned in the final report. The list should include efforts 
aiming to strengthen the protection of basic values and princi-
ples such as the rule of law, and to improve the Union’s deci-
sion-making capacity through extended use of qualified major-
ity voting in the Council. Finally, the Group should also consider 
how to deepen EU democracy by balancing the benefits of 
representative institutions with the need to enhance citizens’ 
participation in the Union’s policymaking processes by adding 
new instruments to the existing toolbox (see also next section).

Many reform objectives can be accomplished under the exist-
ing EU Treaties. But the Wise Wo|men Group might conclude 
that some innovations will also require treaty amendments to 
ensure that the EU will be structurally able to respond swiftly 
to current and future challenges. In this case, the Group should 
compile a list of specific changes. Identifying such amendments 
could help ensure that future efforts to adapt the Union’s pri-
mary law will differ from the experience of the Constitution-
al Convention in 2002/2003, as these efforts would adhere 
to a more clearly defined mandate and limited timeframe. 
 
Potential additions to the EU’s participation toolbox

Participatory democracy is here to stay. EU institutions and gov-
ernments can ill-afford to merely pay lip service to the need to 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/glossary/mutual-defence-clause.html
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enhance democratic participatory processes. They must offer 
them concretely in the day-to-day policymaking of the EU while 
ensuring that the outcomes of citizens’ deliberations find their 
way into actual policy practice. New spaces should be created 
where citizens can inject opinions, ideas and recommendations 
directly into EU decision-making; spaces that go beyond the ex-
isting consultation mechanisms.12 The Conference experience 
has shown that randomly selected citizens can work together 
to deliberate on policy concerns relevant for Europe’s future. 
They have proven that they are able to provide input that of-
ten exceeds the established silos of policymaking and comes up 
with policy suggestions that are more ambitious than the ones 
supported by EU governments.

The Conference should not be a one-off experiment. Ultimate-
ly, the process of enhancing the participation of citizens should 
be about changing the Union’s democratic culture: an adapted 
mindset is required not only in EU institutions but at all levels 
of governance and among citizens. 

The final report calls on the EU to develop new citizens’ par-
ticipation mechanism13 and periodically hold Citizen’s Assem-
blies.14 There is now a need to translate these general recom-
mendations into concrete actionable proposals reflecting the 
lessons learned from the Conference. The Conference expe-
rience does not call for a ‘CoFoE 2.0’ further down the line. 
However, it does contribute a great deal of knowledge about 
the dos and don’ts of deliberative processes that should guide 
future efforts to establish new forms of citizens’ participation 
at the European level.

When seeking new ways of citizens’ participation, the Union 
should follow a functional approach aiming to enhance the in-
volvement of citizens in key moments of EU policymaking. In-
stead of putting in place a permanent citizens’ assembly, the 
Union should add specific deliberative instruments to its dem-
ocratic repertoire that will make a difference in key phases and 
moments of the EU’s policymaking cycle. Four proposals aim-
ing to enlarge the Union’s existing participatory toolbox seem 
particularly relevant: (1) European citizens’ deliberations on 
key legislative proposals; (2) multilevel citizens’ deliberations 
on major transformative topics; (3) ‘big tent’ for a on the EU’s 
strategic priorities; and (4) European citizens’ deliberations in 
conjunction with a European Convention.15

Proposal #1 – European citizens’ deliberations on key legisla-
tive proposals

This instrument of citizens’ participation should offer citizens 
the opportunity to provide input on key legislative proposals 
presented by the Commission. What is needed is a deliberative 
process where a group of randomly selected citizens from all 

member states are given the time and resources to contrib-
ute more meaningfully to the main orientations and concrete 
elements of key legislative proposals brought forward by the 
Commission. 

The implementation of this proposal would not require any le-
gal and/or legislative changes16 and given its exclusive right of 
initiative, it should be the Commission that determines wheth-
er a consultative deliberation should take place, depending in-
ter alia on the potential public interest in the subject at hand 
and key policy issues identified in the EU’s strategies priorities. 
In her speech at the final event of the Conference, President 
von der Leyen announced that the Commission “will enable 
Citizens’ Panels to deliberate and make recommendations 
ahead of certain key proposals”.17 Now it remains to be seen 
what she will announce in more concrete terms at her State of 
the Union address in September.

Proposal #2 – multilevel citizens’ deliberations on major 
transformative topics

Given the political challenges related to the implementation of 
major transformative projects, there is a need to raise public 
awareness about the potential benefits and costs of certain 
strategic policy decisions. In addition, there is also a need to 
increase people’s buy-in, while simultaneously upholding pres-
sure when it comes to implementing policy decisions into con-
crete action at the European and (sub)national levels. Citizens’ 
deliberations on major transformative topics can help to gener-
ate EU-wide public pressure to develop concrete policy propos-
als. They would take the public’s pulse on difficult policy choic-
es and help Europeans understand and exchange positions and 
arguments with citizens from other EU countries.

The instrument, which could be implemented on the grounds 
of the current Treaties,18 should involve EU-wide, multilevel cit-
izens’ deliberations that concentrate on major transformative 
topics, including those identified as the Union’s strategic pri-
orities for the upcoming politico-institutional cycle. To foster 
a structured debate at different levels, the multilevel process 
should foresee local, regional, national, and European citizens’ 
panels involving different sets of randomly selected citizens 
dealing with strategic challenges for Europe’s future, like the 
‘green transition’ or the ‘digital transition’.

The key findings and recommendations of European citizens’ 
panels on major transformative topics should be discussed with 
representatives of EU institutions, national parliaments, other EU 
bodies and civil society organisations in the context of a Plenary 
bringing together the citizens’ and representative dimensions, in-
cluding elected representatives from the regional and local level. 
The outcome of these multilevel deliberations (subnational, na-
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tional, transnational) should be summarised in a final report, to 
which the EU institutions should be obliged to respond.

Proposal #3 – big tent fora on the EU’s strategic priorities

The EU’s answer to democratic challenges cannot only come in 
the form of new participatory instruments that are limited to 
citizens. Part of the answer must also emerge from improve-
ments of the Union’s existing multilevel governance structures 
and stronger interaction between citizens and different levels 
of elected representatives.

The EU should thus examine the possibility of creating ‘big 
tent’ fora, where randomly selected citizens and elected repre-
sentatives from different policy levels gather every five years to 
discuss the Union’s strategic agenda.19 Such fora could involve 
500 to 600 members from all over Europe made up of citizens 
and a cross-section of elected representatives from all levels 
of European and (sub)national policymaking. The big tent fora 
would convene them to identify the EU’s potential strategic pri-
orities for the upcoming politico-institutional cycle.

Aiming to inspire debates about the Union’s next strategic 
agenda in the electoral campaign before the 2024 European 
elections, participating members should in the first half of 2023 
brainstorm on the key challenges that could impact the EU over 
the next decade and be asked about the priorities the Union 
should focus on in the upcoming cycle. The objective would not 
be to go into detail about how these priorities should be trans-
lated into concrete policy objectives or legislative proposals. 
Participants should rather present an overview of what they 
believe the EU should concentrate on in the years to come.

Proposal #4 – European citizens’ deliberations in conjunction 
with European Conventions

This option would allow citizens to provide input to any future 
European Convention in the context of the EU’s ordinary revi-
sion procedure (Article 48 TEU). The establishment of a Euro-
pean citizens’ panel ahead of a Convention, involving randomly 
selected citizens from all over Europe (including potential fu-
ture EU countries), would embed citizens’ participation in fu-
ture efforts aiming to revise the Union’s primary law.20

In terms of content, the list of topics deliberated would reflect 
the proposals brought forward by member states, the EP or 
the Commission. This process would allow citizens to focus on 
a specific set of questions/issues without predetermining the 
outcome of their deliberations while also allowing them to in-
sert their own topics into their deliberations and final recom-
mendations.

The outcome of deliberations should be summarised in a final 
report for the European Convention to enrich and inspire the dis-
cussions among Convention members, including representatives 
of national parliaments, EU governments, the EP and the Com-
mission. ‘Ambassadors’ from the European citizens’ panel should 
participate in the proceedings of the Convention as observers.21

The above four proposals are neither exhaustive nor mutually 
exclusive as they can be combined to offer both top-down and 
bottom-up approaches to participatory democracy in the EU. 
Overall, the objective is to achieve a gradual cultural change 
in EU democracy that EU institutions and member states sup-
port. Governments should thus endorse and actively promote 
the process of moving EU democracy to another level by add-
ing new elements to the Union’s citizen participation toolbox 
as complementary add-ons to the representative dimension 
of EU democracy. 
 
 
Conclusions  
The Conference on the Future of Europe has been an unprec-
edented experiment in transnational deliberative democracy. 
But the conclusion of the Conference does not mark the end 
of the debate on the future of Europe. On the contrary, the 
severe consequences of the Zeitenwende we are experiencing 
since 24/2 require two key things: first, the European Council 
should put in place a Wise Wo|men Group tasked with identi-
fying core policy priorities and governance reforms that reflect 
current imperatives as well as the outcome of the Conference. 
Second, to modernize EU democracy the Union should enlarge 
its participatory toolbox by adding new deliberative instru-
ments aiming to enhance the involvement of citizens in key 
moments of EU policymaking.

The war in Ukraine has shown that only by acting together 
can the EU hope to remain an effective player. But this is by 
no means a foregone conclusion. The EU institutions and 
member states must respond to today’s transformative times 
by paving the way for an ambitious joint future. They need 
to match the understanding that we are living in a new era 
with a readiness to deepen EU integration in practice. They 
must show the political will and determination needed for a 
substantial reform of EU policies and governance structures 
reflecting the outcome of the Conference on the Future of 
Europe. Muddling through would not only be insufficient – it 
would be naïve and dangerous when issues of war and peace 
are at stake. Europe’s future will be determined now, and we 
should avoid moving ourselves into a situation where we will 
again regret why we didn’t do what we should have done at 
this critical juncture.
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May 2022. 

18 Even if the implementation of multilevel citizens’ delibera-
tions on major transformative topics would not require any 
legal/legislative changes, laying it down in a legal instrument 
would be beneficial. As a minimum, the Commission should 
adapt its Better Regulation Guidelines to give a formal role to 
these deliberations. The instrument could also be added to 
the interinstitutional agreement on law-making

19 The introduction of ‘big tent fora’ would not require chang-
ing the EU Treaties. Nevertheless, it should be developed 
via an interinstitutional agreement and the Commission as 
well as the Council may decide to include provisions in their 
respective rules of procedure.

20 Recommendation 35 of European Citizens’ Panel 2 states 
that: “the EU [should reopen] the discussion about the con-
stitution of Europe with a view to creating a constitution 
informed by the citizens of the EU.” See Conference on the 
Future of Europe, European Citizens’ Panel 2: “European de-
mocracy / Values and rights, rule of law, security”. Recom-
mendations”, (2021), p.15. 

21 This proposal would not necessarily require changing the 
EU Treaties. The EP, Council and Commission could jointly 
support the idea by committing to it either in a political dec-
laration or an interinstitutional agreement. However, in the 
case of a treaty change, Article 48 TEU should be amended 
to also reflect and codify the introduction of this new in-
strument of citizen participation in the EU’s primary law.
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https://aeur.eu/f/23h
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https://conference-observatory.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/High_Level_Advisory_Group_Report.pdf
https://conference-observatory.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/High_Level_Advisory_Group_Report.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_22_2944
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2022/698928/EPRS_STU(2022)698928_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2022/698928/EPRS_STU(2022)698928_EN.pdf
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The Conference on the Future of Europe (CoFoE) has been a 
unique exercise in deliberative and participatory EU-wide de-
mocracy. It is reminiscent of the 2001-2003 European Conven-
tion, whose scope and ambition however were much higher, 
in drafting a Constitution for the European Union. The CoFoE 
came with more limited scope and ambition, but was innovative 
nonetheless in involving a total of 800 randomly selected citi-
zens from all EU countries, in addition to the delegates from the 
EU institutions, national parliaments and other components. 

The Conference Plenary comprised 108 representatives from 
the European Parliament, 54 from the Council, 3 from the 
European Commission, 108 from national Parliaments on an 
equal footing, and 108 citizens: 80 representatives from the 
European Citizens’ Panels, 27 from national Citizens’ Panels 
or Conference events (one per Member State), as well as the 
President of the European Youth Forum. 18 representatives 
from the Committee of the Regions and 18 from the Economic 
and Social Committee, 6 elected representatives from regional 
authorities and 6 elected representatives from local author-
ities, 12 representatives from the social partners and 8 from 
civil society also took part.

The workings of the CoFoE lasted from May 2021 to May 2022. 
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Drawing on the experience of CoFoE, we outline five major 
challenges.

 
The challenge of institutional purpose

A first challenge the CoFoE faced was the lack of clarity regard-
ing its functioning, scope, and even institutional purpose. It 
was not clear from the beginning, and remained unclear even 
after the CoFoE was completed, what exactly the EU institu-
tions intended to do with its proposals, to what extent these 
would be able to carry an impact on EU policy and policy-mak-
ing. In other words, the integration of the CoFoE in the nor-
mal EU governance structure remained highly ambiguous and 
problematic. This lack of clarity generated tensions between 
citizens and EU institutions, creating high expectations on the 
part of the citizens that were bound to be disappointed, and a 
defensive attitude on the part of certain institutions, especially 
Council representatives and national governments. 

Reflecting this tension, representatives of EU institutions occa-
sionally adopted a paternalistic or perfunctory attitude towards 
the Conference, formally participating in its workings but with-
out substantially engaging. They treated it as a box-ticking ob-
ligation while tending to disregard its importance and output. 

Conversely, many citizens displayed a certain institutional ar-
rogance towards the Council, the Commission, and even the 
elected parliamentarians of the European Parliament and na-
tional parliaments. “We are the citizens, you must listen to us” 
was a phrase often directed against delegates of other institu-
tions. 

The Conference on the Future of Europe has been valuable in 
adding a vital deliberative and participatory dimension to the 
functioning of representative EU institutions. Citizens’ partic-
ipation and deliberation enriches the EU democratic process, 
but the valuable contribution of CoFoE value is a function of 
its complementarity to the functioning of the EU’s represen-
tative democratic institutions rather than a flawed ambition of 
replacing them with a version of direct democracy. 

It would thus be wrong to perceive the direct involvement of 
citizens under the CoFoE as somehow antagonistic to the func-
tioning of the EU’s representative institutions. In fact, the in-
stitutional and policy complexity of the European Union, and 
contemporary governance in general, provide a strong reason 
why representative democratic institutions are the only path 
forward, but one that should be further enriched by the direct 
deliberative dimension introduced by innovative schemes of 
direct citizens participation such as the CoFoE. Elected repre-
sentatives and institutions should open more opportunities for 

the direct involvement of citizens, enriching the representative 
pillar upon which EU democracy sits, rather than purporting to 
substitute it. 

 
The challenge of process

Process remained underspecified and many procedural details 
were left unclear until the last moment. However, let’s not 
underestimate the magnitude of the task. 800 citizens partic-
ipated in the CoFoE, who were randomly selected throughout 
all EU countries, along criteria of demographic representative-
ness. The procedure of bringing all components together was a 
momentous challenge in itself. 

That said, the Conference was heavily weakened by the fact 
that much of it had to evolve online. Though this was not an ex-
ception in a pandemic-stricken world, the lack of proper inter-
action and socialization amongst citizens and the other CoFoE 
participants made it hard to develop a shared understanding. 

The process left very limited time and space for deliberation. 
Work in the European Citizens Panels (ECP) was substantial. 
But when it came to the thematic Working Groups (WG) most 
lacked a concrete agenda or an active chair, and both were 
badly needed. This reflected a defensive attitude on the part 
of the EU institutions, who perhaps mindful not to be accused 
of imposing their agenda or patronizing the meetings left many 
Working Group meetings to evolve in an unstructured manner. 
By the time Working Group discussions were finally beginning 
to acquire some structure, it was too late, and the Conference 
was nearing completion. 

In addition, the process at the Plenary, though normal by Euro-
pean Parliament Plenary working standards, was heavily disap-
pointing. The succession of an endless chain of speakers with 
very limited time at their disposal produced a chain of brief 
and generic monologues but nothing resembling a debate. It 
is important in future to strengthen deliberation by allowing 
more time for European Citizens Panels and Working Groups, 
where free exchange and open dialogue could produce sub-
stantial results. It is clear that any added value of the Confer-
ence can mainly result from citizens actually deliberating, with 
more time available for the ECPs and the WGs to brainstorm, 
debate and be able to formulate ideas and proposals into 
greater depth.  

As said, the interaction between citizens and elected represen-
tatives remained limited. Elected representatives in general did 
not substantially engage with the citizens, and when they did 
they tended to agree and offer congratulatory remarks in a way 
that could often be perceived as patronizing. Citizens on their 
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part were quick to accuse “politicians” of not listening to the cit-
izens, even implying that the politicians’ democratic legitimiza-
tion was weaker than that of the actual citizens. Clearly, the ste-
reotype of “pure” benevolent citizens vs the political “elites” is a 
very dangerous one in the era of rising authoritarian populism. 

 
The challenge of content

The Conference produced a final Report covering nine broad 
thematic areas, bringing forward 49 proposals which included 
326 measures. Many of these proposals and ideas, including 
those which had been uploaded on the CoFoE digital platform, 
were substantial and innovative. 

But an additional disadvantage of the process that affected 
content and final output was that participating Citizens by and 
large lacked prior knowledge of the European Union’s institu-
tions and policies. This made it harder for them to contribute 
meaningful proposals. As a result, many of the proposals and 
suggested measures fell into one of the following categories: 
they represented wish lists of generic desiderata, or things the 
EU is already doing, or things the EU cannot do without major 
Treaty reform. These of course are still valuable proposals, as 
they provide important information on what citizens actually 
want from the EU. And indeed, the vast majority of the propos-
als indicate that the citizens demand more from the European 
Union, want more European integration that will allow the EU 
to do more on behalf of EU citizens, not less. Still, given the lack 
of knowledge background, an opportunity was missed for citi-
zens to indicate lower hanging fruits, paths of beneficial policy 
innovation that are institutionally achievable without requiring 
major Treaty reform that many would agree does not appear to 
be politically feasible. 

Therefore, a path forward in future should involve citizens being 
informed by experts about the basic functioning of the Europe-
an Union, its institutions and competences, at least in the policy 
areas of Working Groups where citizens have chosen to partic-
ipate. There can be ways such introductory background can be 
provided without displaying a bias or appearing manipulative.

In other words, and drawing a broader observation, the CoFoE 
also demonstrated the limits of direct democracy if citizens are 
not adequately knowledgeable and informed, and deliberation 
is insufficient. That is where direct democracy, at national and 
even more so at pan-European level, will tend to be less con-
structive compared to representative democratic institutions, 
able to rely on professional representatives with the obligation 
of being informed, the resources to acquire an expert under-
standing of issues, and the time and process to sufficiently de-
liberate before reaching legislative and policy decisions. Repre-

sentative democratic institutions, liberal constitutionalism and 
the rule of law, and the EU culture of consensus-seeking and 
compromise, are the necessary ingredients of European de-
mocracy, whose participatory dimension can be strengthened 
and enriched by the additional direct involvement of citizens. 
Such was the contribution of the CoFoE and it creates an im-
portant precedent upon which the European Union must fur-
ther build and expand. 

 
The challenge of relevance

The CoFoE had a broad EU agenda, spanning across almost 
all major thematic areas, as covered by the nine respective 
Working Groups: Climate change and the environment; Health; 
A stronger economy, social justice and jobs; EU in the world; 
Values and rights, rule of law, security; Digital transformation; 
European democracy; Migration; Education, culture, youth and 
sport. On the one hand, there was a clear effort to render the 
CoFoE agenda as thematically comprehensive as possible. On 
the other hand, the thematic breadth made it more difficult 
to focus on certain topics the citizens regard as important and 
to deliver a more coherent final set of proposals. Lack of con-
crete focus and specific strategic priorities undermined the rel-
evance of the CoFoE. 

The CoFoE was launched following a 2019 proposal by Presi-
dent Macron, who had implemented many citizens conventions 
all over France in the framework of a Grand Debate. The CoFoE 
was to be launched in May 2020, but was delayed by one year 
given the Covid-19 pandemic. When it was finally launched, in 
May 2021, it could only last one year (instead of the original-
ly anticipated two), its completion coinciding with the French 
Presidency of the Council of the EU. The urgent exigencies of 
the pandemic relegated the CoFoE into a low priority, low-vis-
ibility exercise, that was broadly regarded as a diversion from 
the higher and urgent priorities EU institutions were called to 
face. National and pan-European media devoted very limited 
attention to the workings of the CoFoE, which never acquired 
real visibility. 

Following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the 
sense of CoFoE irrelevance grew, as the tragic reality of the 
war, including its economic and energy implications, crowded 
out most other issues on the Conference agenda. In general, 
it has proven to be extremely difficult to sustain the momen-
tum and the attention to a process like the CoFoE when urgent 
high politics crises dominate the European agenda. On the oth-
er hand, the CoFoE topic of EU in the World, and issues of EU 
foreign, security and defense policy, acquired greater gravity in 
the workings of the Conference. Raising the public relevance of 
a process such as the CoFoE is a major challenge to be tackled. 
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The challenge of follow up

The Report produced by the CoFoE was embraced by a large 
cross-party majority of the European Parliament, which called 
for the initiation of a Treaty reform process, given that several 
of the CoFoE proposals require Treaty change. The European 
Commission has been positive but more cautious than the EP, 
while national governments have been divided as to whether 
a process of Treaty reform should be launched. The Europe-
an Council so far has avoided to provide any specificity on the 
matter, given the reluctance or strong opposition of a number 
of governments to the prospect of opening up the ordinary 
Treaty revision procedure envisaged in article 48 TEU. A deci-
sion to open up the Treaty revision procedure requires simple 
majority of member states, but of course agreement on the 
content of a new Treaty, should that be the case, would require 
unanimous decision, which is hard to imagine under current 
circumstances and in the foreseeable future. 

Citizens’ deliberation should become a recurrent feature of EU 
policy-making, over selected legislative proposals. And citizens 
participation should be brought into the process when it comes 
to major “constitutional” moments of the European Union, in-
cluding a Treaty revision, in the framework of a European Con-
vention. The pan-European digital platform introduced by the 
CoFoE must remain open to citizens contributions. Over time 
its usefulness can increase with it becoming a standard point 
of reference for citizens wishing to submit proposals and ideas 
for the better functioning of the European Union. 

The experience of the CoFoE, in both its strengths and its weak-
nesses, must guide future efforts and initiatives to develop a 
stronger deliberative and participatory European pillar that will 
enrich and complement the functioning of EU representative 
democratic institutions. 
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In March 2021, the Presidents of the three main institutional 
bodies of the European Union, the Commission, the European 
Parliament, and the Council, signed the Joint Declaration on the 
Conference on the Future of Europe, kicking off formally an am-
bitious experiment of deliberative democracy in the European 
integration process. One year later, on 9 May 2022, the process 
was concluded, delivering a Report on the Final Outcome of the 
Conference, which compiles in a condensed way the most signif-
icant and meaningful aspects of the process. The Report com-
prises an overview of the overall architecture of the Conference, 
the Plenary proposals as well as the recommendations of the 
four European Citizens’ Panels and the National Citizens’ Panels 
together with insights by the numerous national events orga-
nized in the framework of the Conference’s activities and points 
uploaded at the Multilingual Digital Platform. The Commission 
responded swiftly to the final Report and the suggestions and 
policy proposals found therein. In its June 2022 Communication, 
it offers a detailed assessment of the feasibility of these propos-
als but also considers concrete means to embed participatory 
democracy in EU policy making, by activating, for example, Euro-
pean Citizens’ Panels ahead of key policy proposals. President’s 
von der Leyen’s State of the Union address, in September 2022, 
is expected to include specific proposals on how best to enhance 
this crucial aspect of public policy making in the EU. 
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Ahead
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https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/en_-_joint_declaration_on_the_conference_on_the_future_of_europe.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/en_-_joint_declaration_on_the_conference_on_the_future_of_europe.pdf
https://prod-cofe-platform.s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/2po250fn174z62m8g8c9ya9e62m7?response-content-disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3D%22Book_CoFE_Final_Report_EN_full.pdf%22%3B%20filename%2A%3DUTF-8%27%27Book_CoFE_Final_Report_EN_full.pdf&response-content-type=application%2Fpdf&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIA3LJJXGZPDFYVOW5V%2F20220720%2Feu-central-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Date=20220720T200521Z&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Signature=fb9c122fe082a802af32557d6b403966c7b0c487a48a24a0894ebfb61736097c
https://prod-cofe-platform.s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/2po250fn174z62m8g8c9ya9e62m7?response-content-disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3D%22Book_CoFE_Final_Report_EN_full.pdf%22%3B%20filename%2A%3DUTF-8%27%27Book_CoFE_Final_Report_EN_full.pdf&response-content-type=application%2Fpdf&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIA3LJJXGZPDFYVOW5V%2F20220720%2Feu-central-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Date=20220720T200521Z&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Signature=fb9c122fe082a802af32557d6b403966c7b0c487a48a24a0894ebfb61736097c
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/communication_1.pdf
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Should we then consider the process concluded and all issues 
settled? Was the Conference a seminal success story, despite 
all logistical and organizational hurdles, worth replicating or 
an embarrassing failure that didn’t come up to the original 
expectations? More importantly, what should the next day of 
the Conference include in terms of citizens’ participation in 
the European public policy making? Should we advocate the 
elevation of this experimental participatory architecture to a 
permanent feature of the European political public space? In 
order to address this set of interrelated questions, it is first nec-
essary to review critically the role and attitude of key actors 
in this process, including the European public, the European 
institutions, especially the Commission, and the EU constituent 
member-states.  

 
European Public: Too Indifferent to Participate?

Proponents of a Conference 2.0 endeavour have treated the 
launch of this process as the apotheosis of deliberative and 
participatory democracy and urge for its replication. The Con-
ference was initiated to provide a complementary -but not 
supplementary- dimension to European democracy next to its 
representative component. The core argument in defence of 
the Conference was its potentially transformative contribution 
to the perennial quest for more legitimacy and democracy in 
the EU. 

However, democracy requires a political demos and the Euro-
pean one is heavily criticized for its infamous apathy towards 
the EU and a lack of interest for political interactions at the EU 
level. From the early ‘permissive consensus’ thesis in the 1970s 
to the low levels of participation in European Parliament elec-
tions, broadly characterised as ‘second-order’ ones, the Euro-
pean public has been largely considered indifferent to the fu-
ture of the European integration process. However, if one reads 
the Conference’s final Report and visits the relevant sites of the 

EU institutional bodies involved in the process, (s)he would be 
misled to expect and imagine a huge interest by the European 
citizens. Has the Conference finally managed to mobilise the 
European public? Three points require our attention.

First, the Report does mention more than 52,000 Platform par-
ticipants and close to five million unique visitors by late April 
2022, more than 650,000 participants in almost 6,500 events, 
close to 18,000 ideas submitted. The absolute value of these 
figures is undisputable; however, they remain without a clear 
reference base. Given the uncharted waters in which the Con-
ference sailed, it was a reasonable political move to avoid set-
ting any concrete reference point of anticipated participation 
from the beginning. However, an envisaged second round of 
Europe-wide political deliberation in the future can no longer 
proceed without a specific nominal threshold to measure suc-
cess in terms of participation. 

This is particularly true regarding the significant variance of 
participation and engagement by the national demoi. Looking 
at the data of the digital Platform, from April 2021 to Febru-
ary 2022, there is a big discrepancy among member-states in 
the number of organized and uploaded events, comments, and 
ideas. Figure 1 provides an overview of the total number of ac-
tivities per member-state while Figure 2 shows the same num-
ber per 100.000 citizens, to control for the size of the country 
and the population. Luxembourg emerges as the champion per 
citizen with Hungary ranking second. Although Germany and 
France top the list in absolute terms, they are located in the 
middle of the group in relative terms. Obviously, these figures 
have an illustrative value only and should not be used for pre-
mature conclusions on the readiness and eagerness of national 
publics to engage in a debate on the future of Europe. More 
work should elaborate on the kind of activities organized and 
the number and diversity of actors and institutions that mobi-
lized the national demoi, let alone their links and interactions 
with national governments.  

BE BG CZ DK DE EE IE EL ES FR HR IT CY LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT RO SI SK FI SE
Events 444 56 103 141 541 33 71 119 485 502 146 593 45 138 138 45 804 37 67 138 284 127 215 109 150 57 126
Comments 1229 95 439 365 4650 39 146 197 889 2264 139 1018 29 68 38 40 1064 42 846 809 232 209 109 71 253 771 162
Ideas 813 242 225 139 1490 46 70 243 1144 1175 79 1039 30 22 87 86 506 30 224 474 262 258 177 143 159 158 169
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Figure 1: Contributions to the Digital Platform of the Conference on the Future of Europe per EU member state 19/04/2021 - 20/02/202
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BE BG CZ DK DE EE IE EL ES FR HR IT CY LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT RO SI SK FI SE
Events 3,8 0,8 1,0 2,4 0,6 2,5 1,4 1,1 1,0 0,7 3,8 1,0 5,0 7,4 4,9 7,0 8,3 7,1 0,4 1,5 0,8 1,2 1,1 5,2 2,8 1,0 1,2
Comments 10,6 1,4 4,2 6,2 5,6 2,9 2,9 1,9 1,9 3,3 3,6 1,7 3,2 3,6 1,4 6,2 11,0 8,1 4,8 9,0 0,6 2,0 0,6 3,4 4,7 13,9 1,5
Ideas 7,0 3,5 2,1 2,4 1,8 3,5 1,4 2,3 2,4 1,7 2,0 1,8 3,3 1,2 3,1 13,3 5,2 5,8 1,3 5,3 0,7 2,5 0,9 6,8 2,9 2,8 1,6
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 Figure 2: Total contributions to the Digital Platform of the Conference on the Future of Europe per EU member state per 100.000 population, 
19/04/2021 - 20/02/2022

Second, and very much related to the first point raised above, 
the truth is that these numbers do not reveal much about the 
quality, scope, and depth of the public debate. This may not 
hold much for the deliberation that took place at the four Euro-
pean Citizens’ Panels, the nine thematic Working Groups, and 
the Plenary, which has been fully recorded and available for 
analysis. Still, even for these meetings, a key insight is that their 
often unstructured framework that featured a series of succes-
sive monologues by participants without actual deliberation 
caused much frustration in the early phases of the Conference 
at least. It led to a gradual disillusionment by many selected 
members, who felt being played out and participating in a 
meaningless process. The themes were too many and the time 
was too short, with little interaction between the transnational 
and (sub)national debates as well as an overall ambiguity as to 
where all this fuss would lead.1 If it had not been for the ex-
citement and initial awe and bewilderment of the selected citi-
zens, their assessment of the actual deliberative process would 
have been much harsher. This element constitutes one of the 
biggest disappointments of the Conference. True, the process 
gained momentum as it moved closer to the concluding date 
but again, this left several participating citizens with the bitter 
feeling that the first rounds were rather decorative and lacked 
substance. There are many excuses and justifications for this 
fact, from organizational hick ups to poor logistics and from 
citizens’ inexperience to the massive nature of the envisaged 
deliberation, but an important take away is that any future 
Conference 2.0 venture should give much more emphasis on 
the early stages of the deliberative process. 

Third, the deliberative quality of the events organized at na-
tional level, either by the EU member-states’ governments or 
by the multitude of engaged actors, remains doubtful. To begin 
with, transnational activities were very few; the overwhelming 
majority of national events brought together national citizens 

with very few exchanges of views across member-states. Thus, 
the potential of generating a truly trans-European political os-
mosis was close to zero from the beginning since there were no 
such requirements. This is another important lesson for future 
ventures to enhance the transnational dimension of political 
deliberation. More importantly, there is very little information 
on how these events unfolded; the end product in the form 
of the ideas is available but we know very little about the pro-
cess of delivering them. A reasonable expectation is that mem-
ber-states and national political demoi with prior experience 
and exposure to such deliberative processes have fared much 
better than others with no such historical record. But unless 
some further evidence and documentation becomes available, 
any analysis will have to rely upon anecdotal evidence. This is 
a methodological shortcoming that cannot be addressed and 
hinders any attempt to unpack the black box of national delib-
erations. 

My personal anecdotal evidence, stemming from more than 
thirty such national and transnational events organized by 
ELIAMEP between April 2021 and May 2022 that engaged 
approximately 1200 citizens, generates much hope, and does 
not confirm the hypothesis of an indifferent European politi-
cal demos. Without claiming representativeness in citizens’ 
participation in the organized events, most of the participants 
were eager to hear and share their views about the next day 
of Europe. Not surprisingly, their knowledge and understand-
ing of the modus operandi of the European integration process 
was low to average, which inevitably affected the scope and 
depth of the deliberation. But there is no question about the 
refute of their alleged lack of interest or apathy towards Eu-
rope. To the contrary, (almost) all participants were fully con-
scious of the fact that the heart of public policy making lies 
nowadays in Brussels and that their active participation -be-
yond the national and European electoral process- is a sine 
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qua non for an EU more responsive to their needs. They had 
a knowledge gap vis-à-vis the modality and opportunities to 
join the public debate, but they had a high awareness of the 
benefits of political public engagement, even if only to avoid 
-what they perceive as- possible negative policy developments, 
beyond ideological or partisan affiliations. In a nutshell, and 
attempting a generalization leap from the Greek experience, 
the European public is not indifferent to the EU, but it misses 
the knowledge and opportunities to participate in European 
public affairs. This is one of the most encouraging conclusions, 
corroborated by many participants at the central (i.e. Plena-
ry and European Citizens’ Panels) level of deliberation as well.  

European Institutions: What Role for the Commission? 

First-year students of European integration become familiar-
ised with the omni-present role of the European Commission 
in the EU policy making system. Has this role been replicated 
in the Conference and what role should we envisage for the 
Commission in a future deliberative process?

The Commission was one of the three signatories of the Joint Dec-
laration that kicked off the Conference, but its role remained quite 
fuzzy ever since. Already before her election by the European Par-
liament, in July 2019, President-elect von der Leyen expressed the 
wish to involve EU citizens as part of a broader attempt to boost 
EU democracy, being very receptive to the EP’s call.2 This was in-
tended to compensate the European Parliament for its defeat in 
the bras de fer with the European Council over her election as 
President of the Commission and the shelving of the Spitzenkan-
didaten principle.3 Vor der Leyen pushed on the new Commission 
to this direction, as illustrated in the political guidelines and the 
mission letters to the Vice presidents/Commissioners that were 
to be closely involved (Vice-President-designate for Democracy 
and Demography, Vice-President for Interinstitutional Relations 
and Foresight, and the Vice-President for Values and Transpar-
ency). The Commission’s template for the Conference, published 
in January 2020, was less developed than the EP’s one but fine-
ly tuned with it, both objective- and thematic-wise. However, in 
terms of methodology, the Commission endorsed a less regulated 
and guided process, leaning on existing, and previously tested, 
consultative models, such as ‘citizens’ dialogues’ and the ‘Europe-
an citizens panels on the future of Europe’ instead of the large 
citizens’ assemblies advocated by the EP.4 At the end of the day, 
the Commission was able to push forward the transnational digital 
multilingual platform it espoused and came into terms with the 
deliberative framework advocated by the EP that revolved around 
the European and national citizens’ panels.5 

However, this initial enthusiasm of the Commission appeared 
to wane in the course of the pandemic only to resurface at the 

final stages of the deliberation. In the interim phase, the Com-
mission focused mostly on its brokerage and organizational 
role rather than providing political impetus in the process. It 
was overwhelmed by the task to secure the highest possible 
citizens’ participation with due emphasis paid to include the 
‘non-usual suspects’, i.e. citizens with little say and engage-
ment in the European public debate.6 After the conclusion of 
the Conference, in May 2022, and the published Report, the 
Commission swiftly proceeded in the analysis of the forty nine 
suggestions put forward in the nine thematic areas of the Con-
ference, grouping them in three clusters: proposals already in 
existence or in an advanced stage in the policy making pipeline, 
proposals for which there is some degree of preparation and 
proposals either partially or completely outside the scope and 
capacity of the Commission to act. Treaty revision is not ruled 
out, but emphasis is given on the existing opportunities to im-
plement these proposals, not least by resorting to the potential 
of the «passerelle clauses» in the Treaties.7 

The Commission’s reflexes and the quality of the delivered re-
sponse show the way for the future involvement of the Com-
mission in any future EU deliberative process. The Commission 
gets much of the credit for the relatively smooth functioning of 
the process. What the Commission should and could do better 
is the task of raising citizens’ awareness and knowledge about 
the thematic areas prior to the beginning of the deliberations.8 
In other words, a clear division of roles may be discernible in 
the aftermath of the Conference. In this division, the Commis-
sion should be actively engaged in coping with the organisa-
tional logistics and have the overall responsibility of running 
the Conference 2.0, not least by ensuring the high level of citi-
zens’ preparedness for a meaningful deliberative process. Fur-
thermore, what emerged by default at the end of the process 
should be integrated in the architectural design of the Confer-
ence, throughout the various stages of the deliberation. The 
Commission should provide continuous input on citizens’ pro-
posals, in particular clarifying which ones are already part of 
the Union’s acquis and which ones constitute far reaching pro-
posals requiring substantial Treaty changes. Acting in a neutral 
way, without commenting on the political feasibility or desir-
ability of any proposed action by the citizens, the Commission 
will substantially contribute in this way to the amelioration of 
the output quality. This conceptualization of the Commission’s 
role in the process does not negate the potential political lead-
ership of the Commission but rather puts it in a more pragmatic 
perspective, much closer to its policy making role and assets.  

 
EU Member-States: The Elephant in the Room

While the European Parliament embraced the Conference 
from the beginning and the Commission took on a managerial 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0027&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0027&from=EN
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role facilitating citizens’ participation, the Council was the EU 
institution with the most lukewarm reception of the Confer-
ence, albeit with significant variation among individual mem-
ber states.9 The contentious nature of the follow up to the 
Conference and especially whether a Treaty revision process 
should follow the Conference experience has been one of the 
most divisive issues, as illustrated by the non-paper submitted 
by thirteen member-states against the launch of a formal Trea-
ty revision.10 The June 2022 European Council took note of the 
proposals put forward in the Conference Report without, how-
ever, any further concrete suggestions on the way forward.

The different level of engagement by member-states can be at-
tested by their willingness to organise national citizens’ panels. 
Throughout the Conference lifetime different types of events 
took place, with a mixture of centralised and decentralised ap-
proaches. However, according to the final Report, only six gov-
ernments mobilised to organise central national citizens’ pan-
els.11 This is an alarmingly low number, which provides much 
food for thought about the governments’ reluctance to organ-
ise a key deliberative activity related to the Conference objec-
tives. Following a direct communication with member-states 
officials, six more countries have claimed to organize such an 
event (the seventh being Denmark, in which case, though, it 
was cancelled due to the pandemic), although at a later stage, 
after February 2022, which explains why they have not been 
accounted for at the Report.12 If this information  is correct, we 
can conclude that an additional few member-states’ govern-
ments mobilized, albeit with a substantial delay. The holding 
of a national panel was not their priority from the beginning, 
thence the delay, but rather the result of peer pressure by oth-
er governments or domestic actors. Overall, governments’ re-
luctance to engage with the Conference, despite their rhetori-
cal commitments, remains uncontested. 

Further research should examine in depth the reasons behind 
the lack of governments’ engagement. A mixture of lack of be-
lief and interest in the process as well as organizational inex-
perience is the most plausible account. Peer pressure and best 
practices of other member-states may explain the swelling of 
national citizens’ panels, even at the very final stage of the Con-
ference. Given these insights, a future endeavour should seri-
ously contemplate the compulsory nature of national panels, 
at an early stage of the process to provide meaningful national 
input in the European citizens’ deliberation and the Plenary. It 
should be made clear that their conclusions do not commit by 
any means national citizens participating in the European-lev-
el deliberation but are nonetheless indicative of the national 
demoi’s perceptions and aspirations of the European integra-
tion process.  

Conclusions: Concrete Proposals in the Quest for 
Ithaca

It took Ulysses ten years to return from Troy to Ithaca; a long 
sojourn full of adventures and accumulated knowledge. The 
existence of an end point to the journey is a sine qua non for 
not giving up in front of adverse conditions. To continue with 
another historical metaphor, Rome was not built in one day. 
The Conference on the Future of Europe is not the end point 
of the EU reform process but rather another brick in the wall 
of a democratic and legitimized European Union. We need to 
critically assess it and make the necessary steps to mitigate its 
deficiencies.

From the preceding three-tier analysis, the following four in-
sights should be kept in mind to galvanize any future discus-
sion: 

First, the European public is neither indifferent nor agnostic to 
the European integration process. It lacks knowledge and un-
derstanding but is eager to participate in a structured political 
deliberation process, assuming a greater degree of background 
preparedness and a clear objective.

Second, given the Conference experience, the next venture 
should set clearly defined mobilization thresholds at national 
and European levels and give more emphasis on the quality of 
the deliberative process with the elaboration of sophisticated 
Key Performance Indicators measuring the quality rather than 
the quantity of the citizens’ interactions. 

Third, the Commission can play a pivotal role throughout the 
process. It should take over the organisational tasks and the 
responsibility to provide background understanding of the 
thematic areas under deliberation to the participating citi-
zens. Furthermore, it should monitor the ongoing discussions 
providing relevant information on the proposals put forward 
to avoid misdirection and waste of time and energy by partici-
pants. Finally, it should ensure the follow up of the Conference 
2.0 proposals very much in the same way as it has done in its 
June 2022 Communication.

Fourth, Member-states’ governments should be further mo-
bilized not least by rendering the organization and holding 
of national citizens’ panels a compulsory feature of the next 
pan-European deliberation process and encouraging transna-
tional interactions.

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/57442/2022-06-2324-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
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As founding member states of the EU, the Benelux countries 
were expected by many to play a key role in the “democratic ex-
ercise which has never before been seen in our history or in the 
history of the world”, to quote President Macron in his speech 
to the European Parliament on 9 May 2022, that was the Con-
ference on the Future of Europe (hereinafter: COFOE). A few 
weeks after its formal end, we argue that the Benelux countries 
have done the job. This contribution highlights key features of 
these countries’ experiences with the COFOE and provides an 
outlook on their perspective on the follow-up of this year-long 
process. Although there are clear divergences in how all three 
countries approached the exercise, they played their role in 
contributing to this experiment allowing citizens to raise their 
voice on the future of the EU. Despite different specific prior-
ities, all three are among the signatories of a non-paper com-
mitting to follow up on citizens’ recommendations made in the 
framework of the Conference.

What Benelux countries wanted to achieve – and 
have eventually achieved

In an open letter dated on 27 January 2020, entitled “A Benelux 
contribution to the Conference on the Future of Europe”, the 
Benelux countries outlined their vision of the Conference by 
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starting with a short but clear message: “we want a better Eu-
rope”. They emphasized the “need to further build an EU that 
lives up to the expectations and ambitions of [its] citizens, and 
to strengthen the EU’s abilities to perform”. As such, they ac-
knowledged the potential of the Conference “to bring Europe 
closer to its citizens, with the aim of strengthening democratic 
legitimacy and accountability, and further build trust and con-
fidence”. They also shared two key messages, that were to be 
central in the approach of the three countries all along the pro-
cess: (i) the “attention should go out towards delivering con-
crete results for the EU and its citizens”, and (ii) no one should 
create expectations that cannot be fulfilled.

Member states’ authorities but also civil society organisations 
contributed to the Conference through a wide range of events 
and initiatives. As we know thanks to a dedicated section on 
the Conference’s digital platform giving an overview of the 
main activities that member states organised or supported, 
these events and initiatives reached many thousands of cit-
izens across the EU, including in Benelux. These fed into the 
Conference through platform reports, enriching the debate at 
European level. Inclusivity was a priority, particularly for the 
Benelux countries, with efforts made to include those who are 
not usually involved in EU issues.

Belgium and the Netherlands are among the only six member 
states – together with Germany, France, Italy and Lithuania – 
that organised National Citizens’ Panels. The recommendations 
of those National Citizens’ Panels were presented and debated 
in the January and March 2022 Plenaries of the Conference, as 
well as in the Plenary Working Groups, together with the rec-
ommendations of the European Citizens’ Panels on the same 
topics. Having followed this specific methodology in contrib-
uting to the Conference or not does not prejudge the actual 
scale of the countries’ overall contributions. A quick look at the 
contributions to the digital platform, which also include events, 
shows that Luxembourg and Luxembourgish residents were 
among the most active of all Europeans. Dutch citizens appear 
to have been less active than their Belgian and Luxembourgish 
counterparts on the digital platform. However, it is important 
to note that the Dutch government had created its own digi-
tal platform, aimed at collecting the input of Dutch citizens on 
the Conference topics. Taking this into account, the population 
seems to have been as active in all three countries.

Let us now have a closer look to the actual contribution of each 
of the three Benelux countries.

Belgium1

Belgium had quickly taken a strong positive overall attitude to-
wards the Conference. Foreign Minister Sophie Wilmès, one of 

the Council’s observers on the Executive Board of the Confer-
ence, called the launch of the Conference a “historical, demo-
cratic, citizenly moment”. She emphasised the importance of 
the Conference as a way for citizens to define the future of the 
EU in a way that addresses their concerns, and fully supported 
the initiative, citing Belgium’s historical and ongoing support of 
the European project and role as the seat of the EU institutions. 
64% of Belgian respondents to the Special Eurobarometer on 
the Future of Europe preceding the start of the Conference said 
that they were willing to take part in the Conference activities, 
making of the Belgians the second-most enthusiastic popula-
tion about the Conference before its start.

Belgian public authorities have widely promoted the digital 
platform of the Conference. As declared on the Foreign Min-
istry’s website, Belgium wished to take the opportunity of the 
Conference “to reinforce trust in politics as a positive force 
by making democratic renewal a priority” and to experiment 
with new forms of citizen participation. Furthermore, Belgium 
concedes having “every interest in ensuring that its citizens do 
not lose confidence in the EU” and sees the Conference “as a 
unique opportunity to make participatory democracy a system-
atic part of European policy-making.”

Belgium did not sign the non-paper of March 2021 put forward 
by some other member states. De Croo declared that the Bel-
gian government was not opposed to this non-paper but that it 
had “assessed the opportunity to sign it” and considered that 
“the document did not bring much”. By not signing this non-pa-
per, Belgium showed that it considered that a list of priorities 
should not be predetermined, in line with the message of the 
2020 Benelux letter. It was keen to respect the bottom-up ap-
proach promoted by the European Commission and to let citi-
zens decide on the priorities of the Conference.

Belgium’s overall position is coherent with the general ap-
proach of its government towards the EU. When it came to 
power, the De Croo government indeed promised “pro-Euro-
pean engagement”, underlining that it opted “resolutely for 
a firm, pro-European attitude” and saw European integration 
as a preliminary step that was necessary to increase “levers to 
control [Belgium’s] strategic interests [and] values”.

From October to December 2021, a Belgian Citizens’ Panel was 
organised in which 50 randomly selected citizens, sociologically as 
representative as possible of the general population, came togeth-
er over three weekends to discuss the topic of ‘European democ-
racy’ and how citizens could be more involved in EU affairs. For 
the organisation of the panels, the G1000-methodology was used. 
The Belgian Citizens’ Panel resulted in 115 recommendations pre-
pared, discussed and voted on by the 50 randomly selected Bel-
gian citizens. Beside this initiative, other events were organised 

https://futureu.europa.eu/
https://prod-cofe-platform.s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/oahvcouzothbhtkjn78brofppnds?response-content-disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3D%22Kantar%20final%20report%20CoFoE.pdf%22%3B%20filename%2A%3DUTF-8%27%27Kantar%2520final%2520report%2520CoFoE.pdf&response-content-type=application%2Fpdf&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIA3LJJXGZPDFYVOW5V%2F20220620%2Feu-central-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Date=20220620T183340Z&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Signature=7b609a97c833b4f404b79da80e655396e5df638cacb785f161a10f5d49cb324c
https://prod-cofe-platform.s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/oahvcouzothbhtkjn78brofppnds?response-content-disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3D%22Kantar%20final%20report%20CoFoE.pdf%22%3B%20filename%2A%3DUTF-8%27%27Kantar%2520final%2520report%2520CoFoE.pdf&response-content-type=application%2Fpdf&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIA3LJJXGZPDFYVOW5V%2F20220620%2Feu-central-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Date=20220620T183340Z&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Signature=7b609a97c833b4f404b79da80e655396e5df638cacb785f161a10f5d49cb324c
https://wilmes.belgium.be/fr/journee-de-europe-et-conference-sur-lavenir-de-europe
https://wilmes.belgium.be/fr/journee-de-europe-et-conference-sur-lavenir-de-europe
https://wilmes.belgium.be/fr/conseil-des-ministres-des-affaires-europeennes-conclusions
https://www.lachambre.be/flwb/pdf/55/1580/55K1580020.pdf
https://www.dekamer.be/FLWB/PDF/55/1610/55K1610019.pdf
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2256
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2256
https://diplomatie.belgium.be/en/policy/coordination_european_affairs/conference_on_the_future_of_europe/objective_for_belgium
https://diplomatie.belgium.be/en/policy/coordination_european_affairs/conference_on_the_future_of_europe/objective_for_belgium
https://www.permanentrepresentations.nl/documents/publications/2021/03/24/non-paper-on-the-conference-on-the-future-of-europe
https://www.lachambre.be/FLWB/PDF/55/1961/55K1961001.pdf
https://gouvernement.lu/dam-assets/fr/dossiers/conference-europe/A-Benelux-contribution-to-the-CoFE.pdf
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by federal but also regional authorities on the different topics sug-
gested on the Conference’s digital platform. Add to these a vast 
range of other activities initiated by other public but also private 
actors on concrete citizens’ concerns, such as a structured citizen 
dialogue on “Living in a border region”, a hackathon on “The im-
pact of healthy lifestyles and climate change on the quality of life” 
and a debate on “Barriers for young people in the labour market”. 
Unsurprisingly, in building its contribution, Belgium opted for a de-
centralised approach that respected a delicate balance between 
all regions and communities of the country. The synthesis report 
issued by the Belgian Foreign Ministry shows a considerable over-
all contribution to the Conference.

The Netherlands2

The Netherlands’ pragmatic approach towards the EU, support-
ive of its EU membership “but not unequivocally positive”, led 
it to be rather inclined to support the initiative from the begin-
ning. Any suggestion to make the EU more efficient and more 
transparent is welcome and should this go hand in hand with 
a wider involvement of the public, then it is the way to go ac-
cording to the Dutch position. Dutch pragmatism induces also 
favouring debates on content and policy solutions over institu-
tions and procedures. However, this pragmatic approach made 
that the expectations towards the Conference were rather low.

The Netherlands de-solidarized itself from one aspect of the 
Benelux approach by being the only Benelux country to sign 
the March 2021 non-paper. Indeed, this non-paper called for “a 
focus on real policies and specific results – on the basis of the 
priorities already agreed to in the Strategic Agenda of the Eu-
ropean Council” and therefore outlined priorities on the sub-
stance of the Conference. This approach came in contrast to 
the one stated in the 2020 Benelux letter. in which the stance 
of not prejudging the outcome of the Conference before its 
start was taken.

The Netherlands focused on organising its National Citizens’ Pan-
el “Visions of Europe - Kijk op Europa”, which was carried out 
both online (the digital platform “Kijk op Europa” covering all 9 
themes, already mentioned) and in person. It was organised in 
two phases: a first phase gathering people’s thoughts and opin-
ions on ‘what’ they expect and want, followed up by a second 
phase focused on understanding their underlying opinions – the 
‘why’ and ‘how’ – through group dialogues. On 1 September 
2021, the online part was launched, consisting of a question-
naire and a simplified selection tool where citizens could give 
their preferences, wishes and recommendations on the nine 
Conference topics. The questionnaire was distributed to a se-
lected representative and inclusive group of 4.000 citizens. In 
October and November 2021, in-depth online and offline de-
bates were organised with citizens, also to reach young people 

and hard-to-reach target groups. The final report entitled “Our 
vision of Europe: opinions, ideas and recommendations” (“Onze 
kijk op Europa; meningen, ideeën en aanbevelingen”), gathering 
the citizens’ 30 recommendations on the nine Conference top-
ics, was published in March 2022. Moreover, several other Con-
ference-related events took place across the country, with again 
the aim of reaching groups less likely to be implicated.

Echoing what can be heard from other actors involved with 
the Conference, Foreign Minister Wopke Hoekstra – who co-
ordinated the Dutch contribution to the COFOE – stated on Eu-
rope Day 2022, last day of the Conference, that in his view “we 
should organize more often citizen dialogues such as ‘Kijk op 
Europa’. Especially when it concerns Europe and its relation to 
the rest of the world.”

Luxembourg

The Luxembourgish government had swiftly shown its support 
to the initiative. It was to be expected from a country which re-
lies strongly on the EU. Its European DNA was recently symbol-
ised by becoming the first EU member state, in 2019, to make 
of the 9th of May an official day off. Early in the process, Foreign 
Minister Jean Asselborn had emphasized the importance of “lis-
tening to the citizens’ opinions and experience on the lessons to 
be drawn from the COVID-19 pandemic, including regarding the 
Schengen area, the free movement and the fate of cross-border 
living areas”. Luxembourg contributed to the exercise by organ-
ising several events at national level in an open, inclusive and 
transparent approach, with a sincere willingness of privileging 
a bottom-up method. For instance, the Chambre des Députés 
organised its own national campaign, consisting of a number of 
events such as thematic panels (on the widening of inequalities, 
the economic competitiveness of the European Union, the man-
agement of migratory flows and climate change), but also new 
participative formats such as ‘bistro talks’ all around the country, 
a bike tour and  “Parliament@Home”, an initiative inviting citi-
zens to organise their own discussions at home and send their 
conclusions to the Parliament. The results of this campaign were 
formally endorsed by the Parliament in a report on 1 March 
2022. Priorities that stem from this report show not surprisingly 
that Luxembourgers attach great importance to the free move-
ment of people and to keep borders open to this end – Schengen 
is not a Luxembourgish village for no reason –, but also to hav-
ing a more integrated social Europe to reduce social inequalities 
and a more efficient CSFP but also CSDP (including advancing to-
wards a European army but “cautiously”). Other events also took 
place such as a hackathon for students and young entrepreneurs 
(L’Europe en 2030: Hackathon pour jeunes entrepreneurs), to 
discuss the Digital Compass and the EU industrial strategy, and a 
trinational exchange between German, French and Luxembour-
gish high school students.

https://diplomatie.belgium.be/fr/politique/coordination_affaires_europeennes/conference_avenir_europe/apercu_evenements_et_initiatives_belges
https://diplomatie.belgium.be/sites/default/files/downloads/future-europe-synthesis_report-eng-def.pdf
https://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiF27rs2bz4AhXRuKQKHSIKCBAQFnoECAMQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.scp.nl%2Fbinaries%2Fscp%2Fdocumenten%2Fpublicaties%2F2021%2F10%2F08%2Fverwachtingen-en-beeld-van-de-europese-unie-het-nederlandse-burgerperspectief%2FDutch%2Bcitizens%2527%2Bexpectations%2Band%2Bperceptions%2Bof%2Bthe%2BEuropean%2BUnion.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0uT0jZh14dlo5BLBn-PnVF
https://www.permanentrepresentations.nl/documents/publications/2021/03/24/non-paper-on-the-conference-on-the-future-of-europe
https://gouvernement.lu/dam-assets/fr/dossiers/conference-europe/A-Benelux-contribution-to-the-CoFE.pdf
https://www.kijkopeuropa.nl/
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2022/03/08/eindverslag-kijk-op-europa
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2022/03/08/eindverslag-kijk-op-europa
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2022/05/10/minister-hoekstra-maastricht-burgerdialoog-kijk-op-europa-eu
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2022/05/10/minister-hoekstra-maastricht-burgerdialoog-kijk-op-europa-eu
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2022/05/10/minister-hoekstra-maastricht-burgerdialoog-kijk-op-europa-eu
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2022/05/10/minister-hoekstra-maastricht-burgerdialoog-kijk-op-europa-eu
https://gouvernement.lu/fr/dossiers/2021/conference-europe.html
https://gouvernement.lu/fr/dossiers/2021/conference-europe.html
https://gouvernement.lu/fr/actualites/toutes_actualites/communiques/2021/06-juin/23-asselborn-avenir-europe.html
https://gouvernement.lu/fr/actualites/toutes_actualites/communiques/2021/06-juin/23-asselborn-avenir-europe.html
https://gouvernement.lu/fr/actualites/toutes_actualites/communiques/2021/06-juin/23-asselborn-avenir-europe.html
https://gouvernement.lu/fr/actualites/toutes_actualites/communiques/2021/06-juin/23-asselborn-avenir-europe.html
https://chd.lu/wps/portal/public/Accueil/ChambreEtUE
https://chd.lu/wps/wcm/connect/public/cbf35689-64cc-4d24-bffe-7c6a827a45d9/Rapport+avenir+Europe.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&ContentCache=NONE&CACHE=NONE&CVID=nZ1fsGG
https://chd.lu/wps/wcm/connect/public/cbf35689-64cc-4d24-bffe-7c6a827a45d9/Rapport+avenir+Europe.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&ContentCache=NONE&CACHE=NONE&CVID=nZ1fsGG
https://www.cc.lu/autres-services/manifestations/detail/?user_ccagenda_pi1%5BshowUid%5D=2978
https://www.cc.lu/autres-services/manifestations/detail/?user_ccagenda_pi1%5BshowUid%5D=2978
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Are Benelux countries ready to follow up on citi-
zens’ recommendations?

As this short piece has shown, Benelux countries have so far 
played the game. Their contribution to the Conference shows 
us at least two things.

First, the contribution of the Benelux countries echoes the EU’s 
ubiquitous moto ‘united in diversity’. The three countries chose 
diverging approaches in how to handle their country’s input to 
the Conference, but did it with a similar vigour, ambition and 
in a spirit of innovation and strengthening of the EU’s (partici-
patory) democracy. This is a common feature with the Confer-
ence’s overall setup: the decentralized approach allowed flexi-
bility and innovativeness to experiment on how to strengthen 
citizens’ involvement with the EU and drawing valuable lessons 
on how to make citizens’ voice heard in the future.

Second, the Benelux countries seem as supportive today of 
the outcome of the Conference as they were of its inception. 
Rather than joining other member states in rejecting the idea 
of launching a process towards treaty change in a non-paper 
published on 9 May 2022 to respond to citizens’ demands, they 
favoured joining Germany, Italy and Spain in signing another 
non-paper on 13 May 2022 suggesting a procedure for the way 
forward, underlining their commitment to “remain in principle 
open to necessary treaty changes that are jointly defined” and 
emphasizing – in line with the European Commission and the 
European Parliament’s positions – the need of providing “feed-
back” to citizens. This is deemed “crucial [to] show the citizens 
involved that their specific proposals are being taken up, ex-
amined and, provided they are possible and can command a 
majority, quickly implemented.” According to these countries, 
Benelux ones included, “the presentation of the final report on 
9 May 2022 [did] not signal the end of the COFOE. Quite the 
opposite.” It is “the beginning of [EU institutions and member 
states’] responsibility”, as President Macron put it in his speech 
on 9 May 2022. In the same speech, President Macron’s call 
for “a European political community” did not go unnoticed in 
Benelux. Dutch Prime minister Mark Rutte found it “interest-
ing” and said he was ready to engage with this idea and help 
drafting. This is not surprising considering the Netherlands’ 
“long tradition of favouring European cooperation over Euro-
pean integration”3. Belgian Prime minister Alexander De Croo 
expressed a similar positive attitude. In an important speech 
delivered in Berlin on 9 May 2022, De Croo shared his own view 
of what the EU’s renewal should look like, or what he called 
the “European unification”. Nevertheless, he did not mention a 
single time the COFOE, nor its results.

On 17 June 2022, Commission President Ursula von der Leyen 
expressed her commitment to implement innovative ways of 

citizen participation in the EU’s decision-making process. This 
move is clearly inspired by the COFOE’s experience. Could we 
see a ripple-effect on other levels of governance? There are 
some indications that suggest so. For instance, Belgium, a mem-
ber state that had stated that it wanted to use the Conference 
as democratic experiment, is now actively involving citizens in 
the groundwork of its next state reform.4 The Conference, and 
the buy-in from member states such as the Benelux countries, 
has provided a paramount change in the way democracy and 
citizen participation will function in the coming years.

It is still too early to judge how the Benelux countries’ willing-
ness to follow up on the recommendations of the Conference 
will turn into concrete initiatives, actions, or votes in the Coun-
cil in the coming months. One could wonder what adequate 
‘feedback’ and ‘follow-up’ really means. Let us see what the 
Benelux countries’ answer to this question will be in the near 
future. The Belgian Presidency of the Council during the first 
semester of 2024, the last months of the European cycle, will 
certainly constitute an important milestone to assess the con-
crete achievements.

1 For a pre-COFOE analysis of Belgium’s attitude towards the 
Conference, see: Francesca Colli & Benjamin Bodson, “Belgium: 
clearly pro-CoFoE, but unclear on the details” in Minna Ålander, 
Nicolai von Ondarza, Sophia Russack (eds), Managed Expecta-
tions: EU Member States’ Views on the Conference on the Fu-
ture of Europe, 3 June 2021, pp.15-16.
2  For a pre-COFOE analysis of The Netherlands’ attitude to-
wards the Conference, see: Adriaan Schout, “The Netherlands: 
broad support for the EU – avoid inward-looking debates” in 
Minna Ålander, Nicolai von Ondarza, Sophia Russack (eds), 
op.cit., p.30.
3  Idem.
4  See, for instance, the digital platform demain-toekomst-zukun-
ft.be that gave the possibility, from April to June 2022, to Bel-
gian citizens to share their views on the future of the country.

NOTES
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https://brusselsenieuwe.nl/rutte-biedt-zich-aan-als-tekstschrijver-van-macron/
https://brusselsenieuwe.nl/rutte-biedt-zich-aan-als-tekstschrijver-van-macron/
https://www.premier.be/fr/fight-freedom-how-putins-war-renews-europe
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/arbeitspapiere/WP_03-2021_EPIN-Report_CoFoE_01.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/arbeitspapiere/WP_03-2021_EPIN-Report_CoFoE_01.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/arbeitspapiere/WP_03-2021_EPIN-Report_CoFoE_01.pdf
https://demain-toekomst-zukunft.be/
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