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Foreword

Maria Gavouneli
Director General, ELIAMEP

Jenny Kapellou
Head of the Hanns Seidel
Foundation Office in Greece

The Conference on the Future of Europe was
set in place with the overarching purpose to
improve the interaction between citizens
and the EU political apparatus, enabling the
former to express in an articulated manner
their concerns and ambitions for the future.
Together with representatives of the three
Institutions, national parliaments and other
civil society stakeholders, this citizens-focused,
bottom-up process had a dual objective:
first, to create a new political space of public
deliberation enhancing the transparent civic
engagement that the EU is currently lacking;
second, to provide a new and fresh impetus in
the European integration process contributing
to and reinforcing the legitimization of the EU
project, which has been long criticized for its
lack of democratic accountability.

The Conference concluded its work with 49
proposals and 326 measures proposed by its
plenary, focusing -among others- on green
and digital transitions, the strengthening of
the European social contract and the tackling
of rising inequalities, as well as the creation

of a sustainable and competitive economy
as a means to increase the prosperity of the
European society. Although these outcomes
have been debated in terms of originality
and political feasibility, it is undeniable that
the process through which they originated
has left its marks. In this first year after the
conclusion of the Conference, there are
encouraging developments regarding the
embeddedness of deliberative democracy
in EU policymaking, not least by the
Commission’s initiatives to organize three
citizens” panels on food waste, virtual
worlds, and learning mobility.

In this third publication of our joint working
paper series, we turn our attention to a
distinct set of Conference participants that
consists of representatives of the organized
civil society and social partners. They
constitute key pillars of any attempt to build
aninclusive and more deliberative EU policy-
making system and hence, their insights and
take aways of the Conference are significant
and should be properly reflected upon.
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An Overview of the Key Developments post-CoFE
(June 2022 - June 2023)*

In the concluding remarks of the Report on the Final Outcome of
the Conference on the Future of Europe (CoFE), published in May
2022, the EU institutions are called for concrete action building on
the outcomes of the Conference and the deliberative momentum.
Otherwise, the engaged citizens would be much disillusioned and
the criticism of the EU as an elite-only project would be intensified.
lllustrating great reflexes, the Commission responded already
in June 2022 with the adoption of the Communication “Putting
vision into concrete action”. The document contains reflections
on the submitted proposals as well as additional proposals and
actions -more than 500- that move in the same direction as the
citizens’ ones. The key ideas and outputs of the Conference found
their way to the Commission work programme for 2023, with 35
out of the 43 new initiatives being directly or indirectly linked with
CoFE'’s proposals.

In December 2022 a feedback event on CoFE was hosted
in Brussels with more than 500 participants engaged in the
European Citizens’ Panels, National Citizens Panels, and the
Conference Plenary. The event meant to symbolize the realisation
by the European institutions that consultation does not end with
citizens’ deliberations and that tangible outcomes stemming
out of CoFE outputs are necessary unless deliberative processes
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end up degraded to public relations exercises. By the time
of the December event, besides the Commission’s initiatives
mentioned above, the European Parliament had adopted right
after the conclusion of CoFE, in June 2022, a resolution calling
for a ‘Convention for the revision of the Treaties’ and the Council
had undertaken, in November 2022, a preliminary technical
assessment of the proposals. These measures were not deemed
adequate by the participating citizens, who expressed their
discontent and frustration. A noticeable systemic communication
gap existed between the citizens, who called for specification and
concreteness, and the political and institutional representatives,
who insisted on grand ideas and generic praises for the CoFE.2The
need for a continuous and transparent feedback loop became
apparent and remains a desideratum till today.

One year after the end of the Conference, in an overview by the
Commission of what has been achieved by June 2023, action has
been initiated on close to 95% of those Conference measures that
are within the Commission’s competence and in accordance with
the Treaties. Perhaps the most significant one and that of particular
interest to the deliberative enrichment of the EU policy-making
system is the organization by the Commission of three citizens’
panels with the participation of approximately 150 citizens per
panel, randomly selected, from all 27 member states. From mid-
December 2022 to the end of April 2023, citizens worked together
in small groups and later in plenaries to provide recommendations
to the Commission on the issues of food waste, virtual worlds and
learning mobility. A total of 67 policy recommendations were
produced on these three thematic areas.

Ensuring geographical representativeness, gender balance,
and appropriate consideration to other socio-demographic
elements (primarily age, education, and occupation), these panels
constitute a direct derivative of the Conference, both in terms
of organizational process and political rationale. Therefore, their
existence testifies to the success of CoFE, being part of its legacy,
suggesting that citizens’ participation is becoming -admittedly
to a small degree yet- a component of the EU policy-making
system. This is further reinforced by the officially expressed by the
Commision praise to their outputs and acknowledgement of their
impact.?

However, it is yet unclear whether the citizens’ panels are output
oriented or legitimacy-enhancing. Both goals are welcome and
legitimate, but many concerns have been expressed about their
pursuit through the panels. Regarding the former, in order to have
an impact, these panels should be better aligned with the existing
policy-making cycle and get organised as early as possible in the
formulation stage of a policy or alegislative proposal.* Furthermore,
the so far chosen issues had a technical dimension, especially
the one on ‘virtual worlds’, with few chances for a meaningful
contribution by participants with little relevant expertise. As

regards the latter, i.e. their legitimacy enhancing function, the
three panels were organized solely by the Commission. If the
process is ‘hijacked’ by the Commission, citizens’ panels are in
danger of being assimilated by the Commission’s technocratic
modus operandi without reference and input to the broader
policy-making process and the other EU institutional bodies. After
all, despite the many organizational hiccups and administrative
bottlenecks, the involvement of the three main EU institutions
gave political gravitas to the CoFE endeavour and the related
citizens’ engagement. The challenge for the Commission is to
bring the other two bodies on board, which is currently a daunting
task given their varying degree of interest and diverging vision on
this issue.> Furthermore, the three themes were chosen by the
Commission with little if any involvement of civil society. Thus,
they were not fully reflecting citizens’ concerns, which is another
point of concern regarding the legitimacy-enhancing value of the
panels.

The Focus of this Publication

In the two previous Working Papers published in this series,
emphasis was given on academics and think tankers who followed
CoFE-related developments either participating in its various
groups, sessions and panels or closely monitoring and analysing
CoFE’s deliberative features. In this third Working Paper, we
shift our attention to organised civil society and social partners.
Following our outreach campaign, we secured a roughly balanced
sample of three plus two stakeholders from each of the two
groups. Three of them wear the civil society ‘hat’, coming from
the European Environment Bureau (EEB), the European Disability
Forum (EDF) and the Civil Society Europe (CSE). The other
two contributors represent social partners, coming from the
Services of General Interest (SGI) Europe and the European Trade
Union Confederation (ETUC). All contributors are members of
organizations with many years of action and experience, operating
at national and European level.

The European Environment Bureau (EEB) has a significant
imprint on environmental issues in Europe and abroad with its
member-organizations spread in more than 40 countries. It is
considered to be the largest network of environmental citizens’
organizations in Europe. Its main vision of a sustainable future
for human and nature is expressed through its involvement in a
wide range of environmental policies. It takes initiatives to address
environmental problems by putting forward a series of proposals
mainly at EU as well as at the United Nations and the Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development level.

The European Disability Forum (EDF) is an organization that
represents more than 100 million people with disabilities in
Europe. Its vision and mission are to assist people with disabilities
to be fully integrated and be considered as equal members of
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the society, fighting for the substantial implementation of their
rights outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities. Since 1996, the EDF has developed
communication channels with the EU institutions, constituting
their primary interlocutor on all issues concerning people with
disabilities in Europe.

The Civil Society Europe (CSE) is an umbrella network of civil
society organizations and sub-networks that share the same
fundamental European values of equality, solidarity, inclusiveness,
and democracy. Its main mission is the strengthening of the
interactions between the European civil society organizations
and the EU policy-making institutions. The CSE was founded in
2014 as an initiative of organizations that had worked together
in the European Year of Citizens Alliance. In 2021, it took the role
of civil society organizations coordinator and created the Civil
Society Convention for the Conference on the Future of Europe.
The purpose of this cooperation platform that brought together
more than 82 organizations across Europe was to orchestrate the

NOTES

1 1 would like to thank Mr. Grigoris Mikelis for his excellent
research assistance and his contribution to the organization
of this publication.

2 For an overview, see P. Petit (2022) ‘In EU Citizens’ Panels, the
institutions must not leave citizens behind’, EPC Commentary,
13 December 2022.

3 See, for example, the interview by Commissioner for De-
mocracy and Demography, Dubravka Suica, https://www.
euractiv.com/section/participatory-democracy/video/a-
seat-at-the-table-europeans-place-in-eu-decision-making/

4 See J. Greubel (2022) ‘A new generation of European Citi-
zens’ Panels - Making citizens’ voices a regular part of policy-
making’, Discussion Paper, European Policy Centre, 21 Oc-
tober 2022.

5 See P. Petit (2023) ‘EU-level citizens’ participation needs
wider institutional support’, EPC Commentary, 21 June
2023.

role of civil society groups and maximize their impact in the CoFE
deliberations.

Regarding social partners, Services of General Interest Europe (SGI
Europe) is one of the three European general cross industry social
partner, along with Business Europe and the European Trade Union
Confederation (ETUC). Itis the primary interlocutor of EU institutions
in the framework of legislative initiatives concerning services of
general interest and their effect on the internal market. Its members
are companies and associations from Europe, whether public or
private, and from all administrative levels (national-regional-local).

Finally, the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) includes
103 trade unions in 41 countries, 93 of which are national trade
union confederations and 10 European trade union federations.
ETUC as an agent of social dialogue represents the interests of
European workers in the EU political system, lobbying for a Social
Europe, where employees and their families enjoy a prosperous
working and social environment.
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A mixed bag
of outputs

Patrizia Heidegger

Deputy Secretary General and Director
for European Governance, Sustainability
and Global Policies,

European Environment Bureau (EEB)

| would like first to ask you to share your institu-
tional role and engagement in CoFE. Whom did you
represent in the Conference?

| was part of a rather small group of eight NGO or civil society
representatives. This was a relatively small group, and | men-
tion that because when the conference was set up, with the
plenary and the working groups, there was no provision for any
additional seats or any specific seats actually for civil society.
This was the case not only at the beginning but also well into
the negotiation process of how CoFE would be set up. They did
not really foresee any civil society seats!

At the beginning, the argument was that civil society would be
covered through the seats given to the European Economic and
Social Committee (EESC) and the social partners and there was
no need for additional seats to civil society representatives. Af-
ter we lobbied hard for civil society participation outside the
EESC and the social partners frameworks, we got eventually
what we got: 3 seats went to European Movement International
and 5 seats went to the Civil Society Convention for the Confer-
ence on the Future of Europe. We then basically allocated the
latter ones to 5 representatives of different constituencies: the
Social Justice Movement, the Environmental Movement, the
Youth Movement, people with disabilities, and organizations
working on European Democracy. So, | was the one represent-
ing the Environmental and Climate Organizations.




We wanted to take part in this process, hence the lobbying
mentioned above, because we believed that it would be some-
thing important and meaningful. It was clear to us from the
beginning that it was not going to be a purely citizen-focused
process, but that there would be a mix of randomly selected
citizens, elected politicians and institutions. Thus, we wanted
to make sure that we are part of that exercise. Early on we un-
derstood that CoFE would be the biggest ever political exercise
involving citizens participation and citizens deliberation in the
history of the European institutions. For the first time such a
massive endeavor would take place in an organized and articu-
lated manner. It would involve very high-level representatives of
the European institutions as well as the national level of policy-
making, all the way up to the level of President, which was defi-
nitely a strong and unique factor. An additional positive ele-
ment was the availability of resources to organize that kind of
format and process including the identification and invitation of
800 citizens quite representative of the European population.
The result was a set of quite specific recommendations across a
very broad range of topics, so that’s quite impressive. | was also
very happy to see how the citizens throughout that lengthy
process grew into their role and became professionalized,
being able at the end to defend passionately and effectively
their recommendations. This development has its own im-
portance for the whole exercise. So, overall, | think that CoFE
was a success, and | know that some of the citizens who were
involved in the process think the same. | regularly meet with
some of them on various occasions and they are still under the
CoFE mystic impact. So, definitely there is what | would call the
long-term CoFE impact on people who have remained engaged
in the integration process and have chosen to continue being
active on those subjects in one way or the other.

| think that in terms of process there are quite a lot of things
that could have been done better and should be done better in
the future. First, the nature of the central question put to the
participants was extremely broad. At the end of the day the
Conference was about the future of Europe -on democracy, on
environment and climate, on social justice, on digitalization-,
so many big topics. Second, even though it was a very long pro-
cess, | still believe that there was not sufficient time for the citi-
zens to come up with meaningful enough recommendations.
| can say that especially for the topics of environment, climate

and health, the citizens’ panel and the working group had little
time to discuss these very complex issues in depth. Ultimately
the adopted recommendations were so broad and discussed
in only a few meetings of the citizens’ panels. In other cases,
the focus was so specific that citizens could not come up with
any concrete and detailed recommendations. Overall, my main
criticism would focus on the breadth of the discussed themes
and the lack of time to get enough knowledge and still have
time to discuss them in depth. In addition to that, there was a
lack of information and little -if any- briefing of the participants
on how these topics had already been dealt with. So, once par-
ticipants managed to identify the issues concerning them the
most, they had no idea on which of these concerns policy ini-
tiatives had already been undertaken.

To give you one example, all the people in the working group
| participated agreed that we need to reduce the amount of
pesticides used, but then nobody was there to give them a
summary of current pesticide regulation in Europe and inform
them about the new targets, the market barriers, and so on.
Thus, in the end the adopted recommendation was just that
we want to significantly reduce the amount of pesticide used.
But what does that mean? It is very easy for the Commission to
come back and say, “Oh, we already have a strategy that says
50% reduction by then”. Hence, our recommendation was just
too vague to really influence policy-making.

Another important thing was the modality of creating an envi-
ronment of trust, especially for citizens’ panels. | was only an
observer there; | didn’t participate actively. But when it came
to the working groups, there was this big committee meeting
room and the European Parliament building in Strasbourg with
which some of the participants may have been familiar but for
an ordinary citizen it was out of scale. (S)he had never been
there and had never spoken in such an environment. | still re-
member the expression in some people’s faces when they first
entered that room, and that must have been pretty scary. And
then there was the Chair, who was sitting high up on the podi-
um, a lady from the Czech Ministry of Environment, with pro-
fessional politicians all around. There was no get-together, no
getting to know each other, not even an introduction to who is
inthe room unless they introduced themselves when taking the
floor. So, basically, one could only guess by what people were
saying and identify their political and ideological background
or their national constituency. “Oh, that must be a green pol-
itician, and that must be conservative politician, that must be
a national representative”. Overall, it was not an environment
that immediately created some kind of trust. Furthermore, the
presence of professional politicians in the room, like mem-
bers of the European Parliament, created a power imbalan-
ce. For instance, there was a person in the room who was the
rapporteur of the European Parliament on farm policy and a
long-standing lobbyist before becoming an MEP, thus a full-
fledged expert on agricultural policy. If you have something to




say as a citizen and your arguments are countered by such an
expert, you must have a lot of confidence to defend your views.
A final issue that hampered deliberation progress was that of-
ten the discussions turned into a political battlefield between
the politicians in the room rather than the citizens.

As you have mentioned, several issues ended up
with some concrete recommendations but still a
lot of things could have gone better, content wise.
However, to many CoFE observers, it is not the con-
tent of the process that counts at the end of the
day, but rather the process itself, in terms of demo-
cratic legitimization and added value to European
democracy. Would you agree with that?

There is no denying the fact that the process is important and
has its own value. | can see the combined value of having a
process, giving people the space and, eventually, also impact-
ing on the individuals that participate. But, as far as | am con-
cerned, this should always be the second consideration. Our
first consideration and objective should be consulting with and
hearing from citizens, from all walks of life, their concerns, pro-
posed solutions, and feeding this information into the policy
making. So, it is not just about information and civic education,
but first and foremost about having an impact on political de-
cision-making. If that increases the legitimacy of the process,
the citizens’ support for the European institutions, and polit-
ical trust overall, these are great corollaries. But | think the
first focus should always be on improving policy-making. If | re-
present an institution, | want to make sure that my proposals
are relevant to what citizens need and what they want. This
should be the primary objective of the whole endeavor. If then,
other things come with it, that is great. However, | still feel
that in many people across the EU institutions, but also within
national governments, this idea of increasing legitimacy is the
first motivation in a process like CoFE, rather than getting good
insights into what is being done on the policy side. | think it
should be the other way around.

Do you think this point of view is shared with the
other social partners that participated in the Con-
ference? Have you teamed up with other social
actors in CoFE? Have you tried to join up forces?
Although not all civil society groups are advocating
the same things, did you see an organized approach
by the civil society and the social partners to push
forward a distinctive citizens’ focused agenda?

Yes, we did collaborate, both regarding our comments and cri-
ticisms around the process, but also in terms of the content de-
veloped for and with the working groups. We had a very close
consulting and collaboration mechanism with the five repre-

sentatives of the Civil Society Convention to get input from a
very broad constituency of civil society networks across Eu-
rope. We also produced our own report and recommendations
on the topics of the conference that we sought to feed into
the process. But even beyond that, we also had a coordina-
tion mechanism with the wider civil society, the social partners
and the EESC seats. So, we would usually have coordination
meetings before the working groups and the plenary among
the eight civil society groups | represented. In this coordina-
tion mechanism | would also add colleagues from the EESC; we
shared many of the concerns around the process, and we also
voiced those concerns together, during the conference. After
the Conference and up to date, whenever there is space to talk
about the future of deliberative democracy in the EU, we keep
meeting. Nowadays, with the ongoing European citizens pa-
nels, some of the questions come back and we are pretty much
on the same page on most points.

To wrap it up, do you think that the whole endeavor
of the Conference was a success? Can you see it be-
ing repeated? What are the lessons learned from
this process and how should we best integrate de-
liberative processes in the EU policy-making system?

I think it is really a mixed bag. It was neither a huge success nor
a massive failure. It is a success in the sense that it happened,
it worked well more or less, people from all member states
participated in it, people were motivated, it produced some re-
sults, and it got the attention of the political leadership. To my
understanding, all these constitute a success to some degree.
Why is it a mixed bag then? Because of the weaknesses that
| have mentioned, first and foremost the recommendations
that came out. Some of them are quite precise, but others are
very generic and meaningless. The latter group will not have
any impact on the policy-making process, and that constitutes
a missed opportunity and a failure. Furthermore, the response
from the institutions has not been satisfactory. The different
institutions produced their own response to the recommenda-
tions of the Conference included in the final Report. They were
discussed in the follow-up conference last December.

This follow-up Conference was a big show in the European Par-
liament, but the real follow up in terms of like, “this is a recom-
mendation, this is what people are concerned with, this is what
we are doing”, remained vague. The institutions, especially the
Commission, took it as an opportunity to inform participants
on all the great things that they are already doing, focusing
on showcasing what they have been doing, rather than on the
things that they have been asked to do but have not done yet.
Obviously, | can mostly speak about the area that | am working,
i.e. on climate and environment. In their response, they listed
50 laws, regulations and new policies that they have adopted.
However, they did not comment on whether these are being




implemented, whether there is available funding, and whether
member states are willing to actually comply with them. In a
few bullet points they are basically saying, “oh, these are a few
points where what you recommend might have an impact in
the future”. At the end of the day, it feels like saying “thanks for
the recommendations, we’re doing everything already”. | think
that is a failure, especially in terms of attitude.

| think that if we want to organize such a venture again in the
future, we need to ensure from the beginning that (a) the topic
is more precise and more limited and (b) that there is a clearer
process of how we will follow up on the recommendations. We
are all aware of the success stories of citizens’ assemblies in
Ireland. Participants therein knew that the recommendations
they would come up with, would be directly discussed in the
Parliament, and they would eventually turn into a constitutio-
nal amendment or a new law. This is a guarantee we are lack-
ing at the European level. So, there is always the risk that any
such deliberation remains at this relatively vague level; the EU
institutions can just onset by listing a list of initiatives and say,
“Oh, it is already being done, so thanks for confirming that we
are doing a great job”.

| felt the same on the topics of the citizens’ panels. They may
be chosen because it is an opportune moment for the Commis-
sion to get from citizens buy in and import legitimacy on what
is being done, or they are chosen because they constitute the
most relevant topics that are of interest to society in any given
moment. Currently, | think the first logic prevails whereas the
second should drive any deliberative process.

| have definitely gained a lot from this, because | had never
been part of any deliberative democracy exercise in the past.
That was definitely a very interesting first-hand experience of
what it means. Both seeing how difficult it is, to make it work
on all those different levels, and to see what it can do to peo-
ple, | mean, how they can grow in such a process, and how they
can also learn to take a more political position. These issues
have been super inspiring to see. However, as | said above, it
was also a great learning experience to see how difficult it is

and how many things must be organized really well in order
to make the process work at the end of the day. These are key
challenges for a good deliberative democracy.

Maybe one last thing that is worth mentioning: | am aware of
the fact that it is very difficult to make such processes truly re-
presentative, and to really reflect the diversity of who we are as
Europeansin oursocieties. | think that the Conference had a lim-
ited approach to that. There were some criteria to endorse di-
versity, but others were not taken into consideration. However,
when the lack of certain aspects of societal diversity were
brought up in the discussions, the European institutions were
not really willing to discuss that. For instance, we suggested
that they should engage is a form of diversity assessment with
the 800 citizens that were selected, to find out who these peo-
ple actually are. Obviously, this exercise would have been done
anonymously and in line with GDPR. The response we received
was that this is not possible and it cannot be done legally. Fur-
thermore, it turned out that the participation of women was
extremely low on the digital platform. We brought this up ar-
guing that online spaces are not used equally by all; there is a
gender gap, probably also an urban-rural gap, there must be
also an age and an education gap. So, it is not a given that an
online platform is necessary inclusive, so we suggested that we
should dig into this and communicate this to citizens. However,
that was not seen as a concern. The institutions came up with
excuses like, “Oh, a lot of people just didn’t tick the gender box
so, we don’t really know how many women were there”. To
us, it was obvious that there were not enough women partici-
pating in the process but there was no intention to admit this
failure in terms of participation figures. So, | think the question
of diversity, and how we can make such a deliberative process
truly representative is an ongoing question. | would not have
expected it to be perfect, in the first place, but then | would
have appreciated very much at least the intention to delve into
it and bring it to the surface rather than pretend it does not
exist. To the best of my knowledge, this representation imbal-
ance has not been remedied in the panels that have been op-
erating throughout the year after CoFE.
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An integration
project in need of
constant renewal

In which capacity did you participate in the Confer-
ence of the Future of Europe?

| participated as a member of the Plenary of the Conference on
the Future of Europe as President of the European Disability Fo-
rum of the European Confederation of People with Disabilities.
It is an umbrella organization covering around 100 million peo-
ple with disabilities, chronic diseases and their family members
and has European organizations of people with disabilities as
well as national confederations as members.

How would you assess the Conference on the Fu-
ture of Europe? Do you think that such initiatives
should occur more often in the future? Do they help
in the adoption and implementation of European
public policies?

There is no doubt that the European project needs to be con-

stantly renewed, constantly enriched, constantly adapted to

modern conditions. The European project, which is unprece-

dented in the world, in order to maintain this character, must

always be as close as possible to and in constant contact with

loannis Vardakastanis the European citizens. It must leave no room for nationalist,

President of the European Disability ~ populist and extreme questioning movements to base their

Forum (EDF) of the European Confederation misleading discourse on the shortcomings, failures, delays, etc.
of People with Disabilities  of the European institutions and their representatives. The Con-




ference on the Future of Europe started with vision and enthu-
siasm on many sides, but its future is uncertain and weak.

The Conference itself and similar meetings, as we had the op-
portunity to point out, were notinclusive because they were not
accessible. Not only to people with disabilities and chronic dis-
eases, but also to other groups of the population experiencing
social, digital or other types of exclusion.

Our view is that the Conference did not live up to the expecta-
tions of a reborn EU of equality, inclusion and equal treatment.
We represent 100 million citizens, 15% of Europe’s total popu-
lation. We want and need to be part of the debates that shape
the future of the EU. A future that must be inclusive, where
policies are adopted that leave no one out, where the UN Con-
vention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is truly at the
heart of the political debate that affects our lives.

Disability movements in Greece, in Europe and worldwide,
have a voice and are present with expertise. Their participation
in initiatives such as the Conference on the Future of Europe
was particularly important because in this way, they expected
to have a significant impact on the decisions taken at EU level
and in the policies under development.

To this end, the participation of people with disabilities and
chronic diseases in the Conference was essential. We therefore
expected that the EU institutions would make every effort to
ensure the effective inclusion and participation of people with
disabilities. But inclusion failed here, as the platform of the Fu-
ture of Europe Conference was not fully accessible to people
with disabilities either.

Do you consider that these initiatives offer greater
democratic legitimacy and can enhance democracy
at the EU level?

Potentially, they can certainly serve the further democratic le-
gitimacy of the European institutions and thus of the EU, if of
course the proposals arising from these initiatives are directly
used to reform the institutional functioning of the EU, to form a
new relationship with citizens, to promote social dialogue, etc.
They must address and approach the democratic legitimacy of
the EU and its institutions through the inclusion of all citizens,
without discrimination and exclusion.

The problem is that there is no match between words and
deeds. As we have already mentioned, if the EU cannot respond

to what European citizens are going through today, in the storm
of the energy crisis, in the war and conflicts on its territory,
then we cannot expect a different behavior from the citizens,
i.e. an anti-systemic one. The Conference was marginalized
both by events and developments and by its very existence. On
the other hand, we cannot even talk about a European Union
of inclusion and equal treatment when legislation prohibiting
discrimination against people with disabilities in all areas of life
has not yet been adopted, when the scope of the European
Accessibility Act excludes the built environment and transport,
when existing EU legislation that promotes the rights of people
with disabilities, such as the Employment Equality Directive,
the Accessibility for Public Websites and Mobile Apps Directive,
the Regulations on the rights of disabled passengers, etc., are
not effectively implemented and when more than one million
disabled people in the EU still live in residential care institu-
tions, deprived of their legal capacity.

What did you gain from your participation and how
would you rate your overall experience?

Given that | have been active at European level for the last 30
years and therefore | have taken part in similar processes in
the past, there is no doubt that participation in such a project,
where citizens, representatives of civil society, organizations,
governments, etc. participate, is a win-win situation. However,
the big question is not whether the participants win, but
whether the EU wins, and that is the big question mark. So,
the rating in terms of the initiative would be very good, but in
terms of the outcome remains to be seen.

There are many areas of life where people with disabilities
and chronic diseases cannot participate on an equal basis
with the general population. Unfortunately, this was also true
for this unprecedented democratic exercise, an initiative that
did not achieve the inclusion we need for Europe. From the
outset, we - as European Disability Forum (EDF)- decided that
to be involved in the debates that shape the future of the EU,
people with disabilities should be proportionally represented
in the citizens’ committees. Unfortunately, this did not hap-
pen. The EU institutions had to ensure a high level of accessi-
bility to the digital tools, materials and meetings of the Con-
ference and finally the different topics of the Conference had
to address the specific situation of people with disabilities.
None of the above was achieved. Nevertheless, we strongly
believe that we all need to work through our institutions so
that the conclusions of the Conference find their way into EU
policies and actions.
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Envisioning

a socially and
environmentally
just EU

Alexandrina Najmowicz

Secretary General at European

Civic Forum (ECF), Co-chair of the Civil
Society Convention for the Future of
Europe, initiated and coordinated

by Civil Society Europe (CSE)

In which capacity did you participate in the Confer-
ence of the Future of Europe?

| took part in the Conference on the Future of Europe (CoFE)
as member of the CoFE Plenary in my capacity of Co-chair of
the Civil Society Convention for the Future of Europe. This is
an alliance of 82 European civil society networks initiated and
coordinated by Civil Society Europe, with constituencies all
across Europe, uniting hundreds of thousands of organizations
and millions of citizens active in all areas of associational life:
from education to youth and culture, social inclusion and an-
ti-discrimination, environment protection, fundamental rights,
democracy and transparency, etc.

The Convention was establishedin February 2021 and was actively
engaged with CoFE works for more than one year to ensure scru-
tiny of the democratic functioning of the Conference and a real
involvement of citizens and their representative associations in
this process. Our engagement envisaged to bring forward the
voice and the vision of citizens’ associations for equality, justice
and solidarity, as well as the protection (and practice) of human
rights and environment, which we believe should be the core
principles guiding all EU policies, both internally and externally.

The intersection of discriminations based on gender, age, race
or economic status is a major challenge of today’s societies;



https://civilsocietyeurope.eu/civil-society-convention-on-the-future-of-europe/
https://civilsocietyeurope.eu/

many are prevented from enjoying the rights and possibilities
for self and collective emancipation. Through our internal work
and participation in the Conference on the Future of Europe’s
plenary and working groups, we strove to voice the concerns
and amplify the voices of those who struggle to access their
rights, who are most often at the periphery of participatory
processes, invisible and disillusioned with societies of unequal
relationships and competition between people.

The Conference on the Future of Europe came at a crucial time
for Europe and its people. The social and economic crisis exac-
erbated by the COVID19 pandemic, the climate crisis, challeng-
es to democracy and EU claimed values demand proper and
coordinated policies, increased transparency and stronger in-
volvement of citizens and their representative associations. As
Civil Society Convention, we strongly supported and continue
to support this initiative, as it brought together hundreds of
EU citizens with different backgrounds and experiences. This is
essential to strengthen deliberative democracy at the EU level.
The participation of organised civil society as a mediating chan-
nel would have been crucial in this respect. At a time when civil
society was, and still is, in the frontline trying to mitigate the
dire costs of the multiple crisis we are faced with, structured
civil dialogue with the full range of civil society actors encom-
passing all its social and economic components is a fundamen-
tal element of the European democracy.

In a process aiming at putting citizens at the centre of the Euro-
pean deliberations, the EU should have started with involving
citizens’ representative associations in all steps of the prepara-
tions and governance of the Convention.

Regrettably, from the very start of the CoFE process, the in-
volvement of civil society was limited, as civil society organiza-
tions (CSOs) were considered as mere multipliers of an initiative
centered on individual citizens, which had a strong communi-
cation component. As a result, civil society was not involved in
the definition of the Conference’s objectives, methodology and
governance structure. The Joint Declaration establishing the
CoFE process allocated a mostly promotional role to civil soci-
ety. CSOs were expected to publicize the Conference, notably
through their own events, and encourage citizens to contribute
content to the Multilingual Digital Platform. No specific role was
foreseen for civil society in the Conference’s governance, nor
in terms of facilitation or input in the citizens’ panels. The CoFE
setting was such that relations between the CSOs and the citi-
zens’ panels were practically impossible, as if citizens should be

preserved from being influenced. However, institutional experts
played an influential role in the citizens’ panels and some of the
experts involved in the first phases, including, for example, mem-
bers of the EU agency Frontex, cannot be considered as neutral.

Generally speaking, the experts involved in the panels lacked
diversity in many ways. Most of them were academics or repre-
sentatives of think tanks or political institutions, with very few
exceptions to this rule. There was a gender imbalance among
the official experts (listed on the CoFE website). The lack of civil
society experts resulted in limited feedback on the impact of
EU policies and legislation on the ground.

Observers were invited to each of the citizens’ panels very late,
which made it very difficult for them to plan their participation
in both financial and logistical terms. Also, civil society expertise
was often mediated by the EU institutions or limited to an
observer role.

For all these reasons, citizens in the panels were not provided
with a broad enough spectrum of expertise and opinion. They
were also not fully informed about ongoing policy and legisla-
tive developments at the EU level, and about challenges and is-
sues at stake in the different areas. This led to the development
of recommendations that were less impactful than they could
have been. It would have been more effective to have included
civil society and other experts able to present different points
of view and thus present a broader perspective to citizens.
Moreover, inclusiveness and equal participation in the process
is key to ensure its legitimacy and legacy. Random selection of
citizens alone is often not enough; only by proactively reaching
out to and hearing the voice of people that are remote from
usual engagement channels and feel left behind by democratic
processes can we reinvigorate European democracy for all. The
participation of organized civil society as a mediating channel
is crucial in this respect.

Last, but not least, engaging European citizens in deliberative
processes without a clear vision on the outcome, impact and
meaningfulness of their participation showed from the start a
lack of commitment that shed weakness on the process and
further on, in the follow-up phase, risks fueling frustration and
disengagement in the long run.

The Joint Declaration on the CoFE stated that the Conference
was meant to be “a citizens-focused, bottom-up exercise for
Europeans to have their say on what they expect from the Eu-
ropean Union [and to give them] a greater role in shaping the
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Union’s future policies and ambitions, improving its resilience”.
Taking into account all the limitations in the organization and
facilitation of the citizens’ panels, the latter led to concrete rec-
ommendations that contain a number of positive proposals.
Despite all the difficulties mentioned before, the citizens’
recommendations were mostly reinforced by the discussions
in the Plenary and its working groups and were included in the
final CoFE proposals. Questions remain, however, on the fol-
low-up on these recommendations since the views of the Eu-
ropean Parliament, the European Commission and EU Member
States diverge.

What has been considered as a ground-breaking exercise, with
the involvement of citizens in key EU discussions, had little im-
pact on policies, and needs to be reviewed and assessed tho-
roughly in order to learn from the CoFE process and improve
future deliberative formats in the EU context.

The EU institutions and Member States need to clearly and
transparently define the objectives and methodology of the
follow-up of the CoFE, as well as how the follow-up will be
regularly monitored, in order to guarantee a comprehensive
and effective implementation of the final CoFE recommen-
dations. CSOs need to be involved in the definition of the fol-
low-up and the monitoring process from the start, just as they
need to be involved in the follow-up and monitoring process-
es themselves. This will help ensure that the follow-up of the
CoFE is well-structured, effective and accessible to all, includ-
ing persons with disabilities.

The conference conclusions have called for a strong and better
involvement of civil society in the decision-making process. The

process should be underpinned by an overall strategy for the
involvement of citizens and their representative organizations.
EU institutions and Member States should conclude an inter-in-
stitutional agreement on EU civil dialogue to implement Article
11 of the Lisbon Treaty; such an agreement has also been called
for by the European Parliament (EP) in its June 2022 resolution.

Through our participation in the CoFE process, as CSOs Con-
vention, we had the opportunity to convey strong messages
and our vision for a socially and environmentally just EU as the
precondition for achieving an inclusive, sustainable and just fu-
ture for all. Achieving this vision requires transformative mea-
sures in multiple policy areas to tackle inequalities, social and
racial injustices: a sustainable economic model, the promotion
of equal opportunities and the implementation of fair working
conditions, as well as the provision of social protection for all.

European democracy must deliver a better life for European
citizens. It must be able to tackle the challenges of social and
economic inequalities, the critical moment for the environ-
ment and the representation of the most marginalized people
in society using an inclusive approach.

As civil society organizations active at the European level, the
CoFE process was short of our expectations, but we shall con-
tinue to engage our constituencies across Europe and reclaim
a more structured participation in EU policy making. Times are
not easy — there is no point pretending not to see it - but we
shall not give up!
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An enriching
exercise of direct
interaction

with citizens

Valeria Ronzitti
Secretary General,
SGI Europe (Services of General Interest)

In which capacity did you participate in the Confer-
ence of the Future of Europe?

I was nominated on behalf of SGI Europe, one of the main Euro-
pean social partners that participated in the Conference. | was a
member of the Plenary and more specifically | was engaged in the
working group on environment and healthcare.

How would you assess the Conference overall?
What is your personal take on it and do you think
that such initiatives are useful and should occur
more often in the future?

From a very personal point of view, | think this was really a
game-changer. The methods of the CoFE can become a new way of
EU policy making, if, of course, it is well developed, appropriately
adjusted and refined in use. But we are not there yet. If there is
no follow up to this initiative, it will remain a very nice experiment
with no concrete outcome stemming from it. | think that it could
be institutionalized and become a regular feature of the EU poli-
cy making system. This heritage can be seen in the citizens’ panel
methodology put forward by the Commission throughout last year.
The take of SGI Europe members on the CoFE is however different.
For them, the CoFE is not perceived as a game-changing exercise.
The majority of SGI Europe’s members keep wondering about the




time we spent on this, and what is the added value to them. They
represent a specific constituency, with concrete interests on a lo-
cal level and with daily challenges that had to be addressed during
the pandemic. In such a very long-term process, and considering
the context, they could not see the immediate results.

Do you think that this kind of assessment is shared
by most social partners or is it only shared by your
own institution?

I think that, among the EU stakeholders involved in the CoFE, SGI
Europe was one of the most positive about it. Many other stake-
holders expressed concerns about the exercice from the very be-
ginning or engaged in it with a focus solely on their specific per-
spectives and needs.

As SGI Europe’s members provide services of general interest that
are closely linked to the citizens, the CoFE was very close to our
daily operations. We are very much used to listening to citizens
because they are our clients and the end-users of the services
we deliver. So, for me, it was easier to adopt a broader focus and
engage constructively in the debates brought forward by citizens
while defending SGIs’ values and principles.

Do you consider that these initiatives offer greater
democratic legitimacy and can enhance democracy
at the EU level?

Initiatives like CoFE can provide democratic added value only if it is car-
ried on in the right and appropriate way. Otherwise, it acquires a purely
symbolic meaning, a formal democratic process with the EU institution
having ticked the box “we have consulted citizens” without any proper
impact. So, it can really be a very powerful instrument for democracy if
it is well used, which means that it requires a lot of investment from the
EU side in orchestrating such an endeavor.

What did you gain from your participation and how
would you rate your overall experience?

The main achievement for SGI Europe in the process is that all the
priorities put forward by the citizens were very much aligned with
our own priorities. As | said, we deliver services that are very close
to the citizens, and realizing that citizens were calling for what we
have been calling for years, i.e. more investments in healthcare,
more investment in transport, energy, the physical and the social
infrastructure, was really reassuring. For us, this was a very helpful
exercise to check our rapport with citizens as regards the future
of Europe.

| think that the CoFE was, overall, a very enriching exercise to di-
rectly interact with citizens. We always shape policies that at the
end of the day should benefit them, but we do not have in our
daily practice in Brussels the occasion to have this direct relation.
Thus, for me personally, this experience was very helpful, bringing
me much closer to the ground, which is very difficult to get in the
“Brussels bubble”. | was also really impressed to see that day-by-
day, participating citizens were getting closer to Europe and were
grasping the importance of Europe.

However, as we cannot yet see the results of the experiment, |
believe it will take time to convince our members about the added
value. The CoFE does not provide an immediate return on invest-
ment: we invested in it, but we cannot see immediately the re-
sults. It will take time, and SGI Europe decided to keep the process
alive as much as possible, supporting also the citizens that want to
continue to be closer to the EU institutions. That commitment to
connect citizens and EU institutions is also at the core of my com-
mitment as Vice President of the European Movement Interna-
tional (EMI), which is an organization that defends European val-
ues and democracy. Through my involvement in that organisation,
| am also able to keep a close link with citizens who participated
in the Conference.
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An important road-
map for a fairer and

more social future
for Europe

Esther Lynch
Confederal Secretary, European Trade
Union Confederation (ETUC)

In which capacity did you participate in the Confer-
ence of the Future of Europe?

The ETUC participated in the Conference on the Future of Europe
as the EU-level cross-sectoral social partner representing trade
unions and more than 45 million workers across Europe. Social
partners’ role was clearly mentioned in the Joint Declaration and
Rules of Procedure of the Conference on the Future of Europe
(CoFE). Trade unions representatives participated in the works of
the plenary and also were included as observer in the Executive
Board. The trade union priorities for the Conference on the Fu-
ture of Europe can be read at the dedicated webpage (The ETUC
and the Conference on the Future of Europe | ETUC).

How would you assess CoFE overall? Do you think
that such initiatives should occur more often in the
future? Do they help in the adoption and implemen-
tation of European public policies?

The ETUC considers that the CoFE and its conclusions provide an
ambitious and important roadmap to define a fairer and more
social future for Europe. While not agreeing with all the con-
clusions, most of them constitute a progressive, ambitious and
positive blueprint for the necessary change of direction for the
European Union. The Conference proposals include key priorities
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which — if delivered by the EU institutions — would contribute to
“reshape the EU in a way that will guarantee its strategic autono-
my, sustainable growth, improvement of living and working con-
ditions and human progress, [...] in the framework of a renewed
Social Contract”.

It is essential to ensure a real follow-up to the Conference con-
clusions by the EU institutions. This means changes to EU poli-
cies, budget and work programs, including new legislative and
non-legislative initiatives, as well as changes to the Treaties, with
a strong focus on reinforcing the social dimension.

The Conference proposals include important proposals which
must be reflected in new initiatives and legislative proposals, for
example: the full implementation of the European Pillar of So-
cial Rights; a review of the EU's economic governance and the
European Semester in order to ensure that the green and digital
transitions, social justice and social progress go hand-in-hand
with economic competitiveness; guaranteeing fair digitalisa-
tion based on human rights, improved working conditions and
collective bargaining, including establishing a ‘human centric’
approach that would incorporate the ‘human in control’ princi-
ple; ensuring Just Transition; reinforcement of the role of trade
unions at national and transnational level; ensuring the respect
of the right to lifelong learning and the right to training.

The ETUC calls on the European institutions to take the neces-
sary steps to ensure that the COFOE conclusions become reality
also in the areas of Treaty changes, including the introduction
of a Social Progress Protocol in the Treaties to guarantee that
workers’ rights, trade union rights and social rights take prece-
dence over economic freedoms in the event of a conflict. It is
also important to ensure qualified majority voting for social is-
sues while fully safeguarding the role of social partners and en-
suring a non-regression clause, as well as for other key issues, in
particular taxation, own resources, all issues linked to the rule of
law and the Multiannual Financial Framework.

Do you consider that these initiatives offer greater
democratic legitimacy and can enhance democracy
at the EU level?

Engaging a discussion with social partners and organised civil
society on the future of Europe has constituted a positive exer-
cise and the conclusions were positive . The clear risk is however
that the European Commission and the European Council will re-
spond to the CoFE conclusions and recommendations simply by
highlighting initiatives that are already being prepared or are un-
der discussion, without following-up on the most ambitious pro-
posals of the Conference, which would entail the much-needed
change of direction for EU policies and institutions. The ETUC
calls on the European institutions to take the necessary steps to
ensure that the COFOE conclusions will become reality.

The ETUC has taken note of the proposals of the CoFE with re-
gard to participatory democracy. Any proposals on citizens’
panels must ensure that their role is defined very clearly and
that they would neither slow down decision-making in Europe
nor undermine or interfere with democratic processes and ac-
tors, including social dialogue and social partners. This means
amongst others:

e Ensuring full respect for the prerogatives of Social Partners as
defined in the Treaties, including by guaranteeing that these par-
ticipatory mechanisms are not applicable in the preparation of
legislative proposals in the area of Social Policy;

¢ Reinforcing the involvement of Social Partners in decision-mak-
ing processes, in line with CoFE’s conclusions; and

e Ensuring that citizens panels be truly representative of the
whole of society in Europe and selected in accordance with clear
and transparent processes; they must not replace representative
democracy decision-making processes and structures.

What did you gain from your participation and how
would you rate your overall experience?

ETUC engaged in the CoFE to put Social Europe at the center of
the discussions. It coordinated and supported the participation
of its affiliated members to engage them with outreach activi-
ties, national debates and workplace initiatives. Under the ETUC
coordination, national trade unions were actively participating
in the online platform. The trade union proposals on the online
platform of the Conference were the most supported or amongst
the most supported in all the categories. This gave large visibility
to trade union demands. The ETUC Resolution adopted in March
2021 stated that: “Social Europe should be at the centre of the
Conference. The Conference should not be a bureaucratic exer-
cise nor focus only on institutional matters, it should constitute
a key moment in the process of construction of the European
Union of the future and be based on an ambitious agenda”. By
reading the conclusions of the Conference, it is clear that this
objective has been reached. The ETUC considers the conclusions
of the Conference on the Future of Europe an ambitious and im-
portant roadmap to define a fairer and more social future for
Europe. The CoFE conclusions call for significant changes in EU
policies, objectives and budget, as well as for new policy and leg-
islative initiatives. The ETUC calls on the European institutions
to take the necessary steps to ensure that the CoFE conclusions
will become a reality and in particular the ETUC would see those
proposals that improve living and working conditions of workers
becoming a centerpiece of the future EU agenda. The ETUC will
continue to mobilize to push the European institutions to ensure
a proper follow-up to the CoFE conclusions in terms of policies,
legislative initiatives and Treaty changes with a strong social fo-
cus.
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