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The participation of citizens in
the EU's democratic processes

Introduction

The European Union (EU), since its creation, has made significant efforts
to involve European citizens more in its democratic process.

Since 1979, the year of the first European elections, the EU has gradually
strengthened the role of the European Parliament. This institution, which
directly represents Europe's citizens, has been given a number of powers
over time, making the EU a representative democracy. Participation in
European elections is one of the rights deriving from European
citizenship, officially institutionalized with the Maastricht Treaty in 1992.
This citizenship is known as ‘superposition’ citizenship because it adds
additional rights to national citizenships.

But the EU also aspires to be a participatory democracy. With the
Treaty of Lisbon, signed in 2007, the EU appears to be pioneering a
model of democracy in which citizen participation is an additional source
of legitimacy for the Union in its day-to-day decision-making.

Article 11 of the Lisbon Treaty introduces mechanisms enabling citizens
to participate more actively in the Union's decision-making processes -
beyond elections.



But what about the participation of European citizens in the European
democratic process?

The turnout of European citizens at European Parliament elections might
be a crucial indicator of democratic commitment within the EU.

The turnout of European citizens at European Parliament elections might
be a crucial indicator of democratic commitment within the EU.

Since the first elections in 1979, this rate has unfortunately tended to fall,
underlining a certain lack of interest (and of knowledge of European
mechanisms on the part of citizens) or a growing disaffection with
European institutions.

Although the 2019 elections saw a slight increase to 50.6% and the
turnout for the last European elections on 6-9 June 2024 did not fall
(50.9% turnout according to the first results), it remains clear that
voter turnout is a persistent challenge ... particularly in certain EU
countries.
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When young people in the EU are asked how much they know about
ways to engage with the EU (survey on Youth and Democracy published
by the European Commission in May 2024) :

e 46% say they are aware of European elections;
e around a quarter (24%) are aware of EU social media channels and
websites, such as the European Youth Portal.

And yet, when we dig deeper, knowledge of some of the European
Union's “emblematic” participatory democracy mechanisms remains low
among young people. Only 16% claim to be familiar with the European
Citizens' Initiative; similarly, only 15% claim to know about public
consultations or citizens' dialogues organized by European institutions.

This lack of knowledge underlines a major challenge in terms of raising
awareness and engaging citizens in the EU's democratic processes.



How can European citizens make
their voices heard and put their
citizenship in practice?

Citizens must play a meaningful role in shaping the future of the EU in
order to avoid feelings of exclusion and the perception of the EU as an
elitist project.
Innovative and inclusive methods of participation, combined with existing
structures, can bring European citizens closer to the EU and stimulate civic
engagement.

European elections

Since 1979, European citizens have taken part in elections every five years,
directly choosing their representatives in the European Parliament. This is
a direct manifestation of European democracy, as the Parliament plays a
crucial role in the Union's legislative process, adopting laws and budgets
that affect people's daily lives.

European elections are an opportunity for voters to make their voices
heard on important issues such as the economy, the environment, security
and fundamental rights.

They also provide an opportunity for the various European political parties
to present their programmes and candidates, and to debate the future
direction of the EU.



European citizens' initiative

The European Citizens' Initiative (ECI) allows at least one million EU
citizens from at least seven Member States to propose policy initiatives.
This mechanism enables citizens to influence policies in the EU's areas of
competence. An ECl must request a legal act at European level and be in
line with European values and the Charter of Fundamental Rights.

In April 2023, the European Commission responded to the ‘Save Bees
and Farmers' initiative, the seventh successful ECI since 2012.

For each initiative that met the formal criteria, the Parliament organized
hearings with representatives of the initiatives and the Commission

presented its legal and political conclusions.

Legislation was adopted in response to the ‘Water: a human right’ and
‘Ban glyphosate’ initiatives, both of which will come into force in 2021.

https://citizens-initiative.europa.eu/_en

Citizen consultations and the Conference of the Future of Europe
Events such as the European Citizens’ Consultations and the Conference
on the Future of Europe invite citizens to actively participate in Europe’s
democratic life, ensuring that policy-making is always tailored to
European citizens’ needs. These initiatives were part of a broader effort
to enhance democratic engagement and transparency within the
European Union. Held between 2018 and 2019, the European Citizens’
Consultations (ECC) were initiated by French President Emmanuel
Macron with the goal of asking citizens from member countries to
express their opinions and give their suggestions on the future of the
European Union.

Following a similar approach, the Conference on the Future of Europe, a
series of debates guided directly by European citizens, was held from
April 2021 to May 2022. The Conference included a Multilingual Digital
Platform where citizens could share their ideas. The results of this
conference were 49 proposals and 326 measures, which were later
submitted to European institutions.
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https://citizens-initiative.europa.eu/_en

These proposals touched on topics such as climate change, social justice,
migration, security, and education. Many follow-up ideas have been
discussed, and the Commission continues to follow citizens' suggestions,
incorporating several of them into the Commission's annual work
programmes for 2023 and 2024. For example, specific measures related
to climate policy and digital transformation have already been integrated
into EU actions.

Another good example of Citizen consultation is the platform Have Your
Say, through which the European Commission can consult European
citizens about proposed legislation and policies.

https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/new-
push-european-demaocracy/conference-future-europe_en

‘Spitzenkandidaten’ system (according to one interpretation of the
Treaty of Lisbon)

The European Parliament believes that increasing transparency in the
appointment of the President of the European Commission would
enhance democracy and voter engagement. MEPs support the
Spitzenkandidat system - from the German electoral system, referring to
the ‘leading candidate’ in elections. Each European political party
nominates a lead candidate, and the candidate from the party winning the
most seats is proposed for the European Commission presidency. This
approach shifts the initiative from the Member States to the political
parties.

Although Jean-Claude Juncker was elected using this method in 2014, it
was not applied in 2019 for Ursula von der Leyen. The European Council
emphasizes that this process is not automatic, and it retains the authority
to nominate a candidate independently, considering the European
elections and conducting appropriate consultations.

Getting involved on the front line!


https://have-your-say.ec.europa.eu/index_en
https://have-your-say.ec.europa.eu/index_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/new-push-european-democracy/conference-future-europe_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/new-push-european-democracy/conference-future-europe_en

E-tools

Electronic democracy presents fresh opportunities to enrich public
engagement and participation in democratic institutions and processes.
By doing so, it empowers civil society and enhances the efficacy of policy-
making procedures. The strength of e-democracy lies in its ability to
facilitate both grassroots and top-down initiatives, potentially reshaping
political priorities and transforming the governance of local and global
communities. Across Europe, e-democracy initiatives are being
implemented at various levels of governance to promote transparency,
accountability, accessibility, and dialogue. When viewed as
complementary to traditional democratic channels, these advancements
offer a pathway to bolster governance and, consequently, strengthen
public confidence and trust in democratic principles and procedures.

European Solidarity Corps

The new European Solidarity Corps programme, with a budget of €1
billion for the period 2021-2027 at European level, offers a host of
opportunities for young people living in one of the EU countries.

More than 270,000 young people can take part in voluntary activities,
solidarity projects and humanitarian aid missions. Volunteering enables
young people to contribute to the work of organizations committed to
the general interest in Europe. Solidarity projects aim to address the
main challenges facing society, taking into account EU priorities such as
inclusion, climate change and democratic engagement. In addition,
humanitarian missions are planned to address humanitarian challenges
in safe third countries where the EU is carrying out humanitarian aid
activities.

https://youth.europa.eu/solidarity_en



https://youth.europa.eu/solidarity_en

19 recommendations to encourage
participation in European
democracy

Six partners from five European countries - CESIE from Italy, Pistes
Solidaires from France, Forum Za Slobodu Odgoja-FSO from Croatia,
Regional Development Fund from Greece, VIVES University of Applied
Sciences and Out of The Box from Belgium - have come together around
the Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values programme and are working
together as part of the ‘EUNITE! EU Citizens Unite and Promote the
European Project’ since 2022.

The EUNITE project is "Europe at the local level", a project that aims to:

e increase the participation of European citizens in the European
Parliament elections - specifically those held from 6 to 9 June 2024, but
more generally for future elections as well;

e raise interest in EU policies;

e encourage civic engagement and participation in the EU's democratic
process.

To achieve this, EUNITE has set up a series of educational workshops,
debates and meetings to involve a wide range of citizens.
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These activities aimed to give them a better understanding of the workings
of the EU and the mechanisms that can enable citizens to intervene (at
different levels) in the process of creating and deciding on European
policies.

The recommendations and analysis described below are the results of the

‘Let's participate - European citizenship in practice’ workshops which took
place in the 5 countries of the consortium between April and June 2024.
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From Belgium

In Belgium, voting for the European Parliament took place on the same
day, 9 June 2024, as voting for the regions and the federal parliament, with
compulsory participation. Young people aged 16 and 17 were also eligible
to vote in the European elections. As shown in the provisional results (see
Table 1), the turnout in Belgium was the highest of all European countries,
at 89.82%. This is higher than the Eurobarometer forecast for March 2024.

The top priority issues in Belgium are poverty and social exclusion (34%),
migration (31%), agricultural policy (27%) and measures against climate
change (27%) (Grunewald, 2024).

Although the turnout is high, more traditional institutional forms of
political participation engage a less diverse group of citizens, consisting
mostly of men from a higher income category who enjoyed a higher
education, in comparison to non-institutional forms (Waeterloos, Walrave
& Ponnet, 2021).But, next to the traditional institutional forms of political
participation, such as voting and being engaged within a political party,
many other non-institutional forms of political participation exist.
Examples of these are engaging in writing an article, posting on social
media, refusing to buy certain products within a shop, joining protest
movements etc. (Waeterloos, Walrave, Ponnet; 2021; Claes; 2021).

So, it is important to start from the lived experience of the citizens. Maybe
they can be skeptical about politics but once you start the conversation, a
lot of political themes pop up. Putnam (1993) talks about the spill-over
effect which says that engagement within society will support political
participation (see Graphic 1).

Social capital Norms of
{engagement within reciprocity & Trust in public

horizontal networks general trustinthe institutions Political participation

and leisure time) other

Graphic 1 - Putnam (1993), the ripple effect whereby involvement in society supports political participation.
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Citizens not only differ in level of participation but also in the type of
activities in which they prefer to engage. Youngsters often choose to
engage within non-institutional activities, which are just as important for a
vital democracy (Verba, Schlozman & Brady, 1972, 1978; Kaulingfreks,
2017) and which makes it very important to recognize these other forms of
participation and engagement. By listening and talking without judgment
to a lot of people from a different background, age category, socio-
economic status, educational level, and/or migration background, these
people can slowly but surely develop an interest in more institutional ways
of political participation.

So, the question of ‘How can we encourage citizen participation in
European democracy? can be transformed into ‘How can we listen to other
forms of non-institutional political participation and how can these
perspectives become part of a more institutional way of political
participation in which the intrinsic motivation of people to vote is
strengthened and they feel heard, recognized and represented in more
formal institutional ways of political engagement?".

In conclusion, the medium has to be adapted to the citizen to start from
their lived experiences. For example, in working with youngsters, artistic
approaches can help to develop their voices and opinions. Working in
another medium gives extra opportunities to establish new political
identities. Within this transitional space (Winnicot, 1971), new identities can
be raised and created. The rules in this space are created by the
participants themselves and offer a broad range of possibilities ‘to
become’. This makes it easier to transform these ideas into societal and
collective challenges and themes afterwards. And so, engage in more
institutional forms of political participation.

13



How we worked

In Belgium, VIVES University of Applied Sciences organised four events by
bringing together over 100 citizens.

Several participatory methods were used, depending on the group, the
location and the objective of the day. We opted for a broad approach to
involve a range of citizens from different generations, but we also used a
specific approach to reach people who were less interested in institutional
political participation or less mobile.

The first event aimed to engage a diverse audience, featuring seven
politicians from various political groups, along with representatives from
the European Commission, the European Parliament, and the EU youth
ambassador. The event began with an introduction to EU institutions by
the Head of the Liaison Office of the European Parliament in Belgium and
the Deputy Head of Representation at the European Commission. It
included two thematic interactive debates: one on human rights, social
Europe, and migration with three politicians of different parties. And
another on agriculture, sustainability, and climate three other politicians.
Citizens could ask questions in advance via google docs or during the
event. The final session, was led by the European Youth Representative in
Belgium, focused on voting rights for 16-year-olds and was followed by an
informal Q&A with politicians. Small group discussions were used to
enhance engagement. The broad promotional approach of this event
aimed to reach a wide demographic, while subsequent events targeted
more specific, often overlooked groups.

The second event was held at VIVES University of Applied Sciences within
the course ‘Activering in de Welvaartstaat’ or ‘Active Citizenship within the
Welfare State’ for students of the second-year graduate degree within
social-cultural work and social work. Students could participate and choose
thematic sessions to discuss with politicians. The attending politicians
were, from each political party, one or two politicians were present. The
discussions focused on the topics of housing (social housing), migration
and integration (related to the job market), work (activation, new social
dilemma, end of career, unemployment) and poverty.

14



Student participation was facilitated by making the students formulate the
questions to these topics themselves. Furthermore, the small number of
students per group encouraged the students to go into direct interaction
with the politicians.

The third event was situated within the Budakitchen in the heart of the
residential care home Heilig Hart, where a representative from the Team
Europe Direct provided an interactive lecture about the European
elections. This was accessible for these elderly people because it was very
close to their rooms. Also, he had a very accessible way of communication
and approach towards the elderly people. Most of them do not use social
media so the personnel within the organization were important key figures
to motivate people to join the event. The coordinator of the care center
emphasized the importance of these kinds of activities for the people who
are interested because elderly people are often overlooked regarding this
topic.

The fourth event was held at the school Centre for Learning and Working
(CLW), where students balance work and studies, often dealing with
challenging home situations. To engage these students, who typically lack
interest in politics, the game "It's up to You" was used. Developed by De
Aanstokerij & De Ambrassade, the game encourages youngsters to discuss
politics playfully. They learn about European countries and identify
important themes like work, safety, youth funding, migration, media
literacy, education, and housing by answering dilemmas. Each group then
empathizes with a character's needs and interests, choosing relevant
themes. The game concludes with evaluating statements about the voting
process. Throughout, various recommendations, insights, and ideas
emerged.

15



Citizens' recommendations

During the different events, the participants had questions related to the
participation of different groups within the political field and how
politicians and ‘the political system’ is caring for a diverse group of people
with different needs.

1st recommendation - Politicians should try to adapt their jargon to
the people they are talking to.

A student mentioned that he could not understand some terms that were
used during the debate and it was difficult to ask for clarification the whole
time. Adapting the language to the people you talk to is necessary to reach
a diverse group of people, try to connect and speak their language. Having
the conversations in little groups and an informal conversation afterwards
was helpful because you have a direct interaction moment with politicians.

2nd recommendation - Public meetings and debates should involve
various political leaders so that participants feel represented.

It is important to have role models for people from diverse backgrounds.

3rd recommendation - Communicate about the European Union
should provide lots of concrete examples to make it more tangible.

Such as concrete measures within the agriculture sector, more severe
guidelines related to disinformation thanks to the EU etc.

4th recommendation - Engage citizens who are not typically reached
through traditional activities or debates. A participatory approach
tailored to the target group is essential.

Within the school context, most young people reacted indifferently when

the question ‘What does politics mean to you? was asked. By involving
them within a game within their school context, this could slowly change.

16



Thematic recommendations

During the thematic debates held at the events, participants also wished to
make recommendations that were more specifically linked to the issues
addressed.

Talking about sustainability, agriculture & climate - Current government
policies are encouraging people to buy electric cars. However, charging
these cars is often a challenge. Things need to be made easier and more
accessible to everyone. It should also be borne in mind that city dwellers
need more places equipped with charging points.

Talking about social Europe, human rights and migration - To have more
attention to singles for example housing, paying rent and minimum

pension.

The European Union has an important role to play during wars and
geopolitical conflicts. More attention should go to this.

Enhancing citizen participation in European democracy
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Example of good practice:
involving seniors within
residential and care centers

A lot of attention goes to the first
time voters (16+) for which a lot of
initiatives are set up within
Belgium. But each age category
needs to be taken into account to
develop inclusive activities, also
seniors living within care centers.
One of the activities described
below took place in such a center,
and the residents present were
very happy to talk about these
themes and felt recognised.

It is important to approach them as knowledgeable citizens. The staff are
also in favor of organizing activities to bring society and what is happening
in the world closer to these people, as it is often difficult for them to get
around.

Lessons Learned:

Ensuring the event's accessibility by organizing it close to where people live
is  crucial.  Providing  brochures with information enhances
understandability, allowing attendees to reread and comprehend the
discussed topics, especially for those who struggle with digital tools or
cannot keep up with digital transformation. For instance, someone inquired
about the existence of a European voting test, which exists but is not easily
accessible or clear to find. Promoting interaction by welcoming everyone
and remaining available for questions afterward is also vital.

Questions for the Future:

How can we effectively reach elderly people who still live at home but are
isolated?

18



From Croatia

How we worked

In Croatia, Forum Za Slobodu 0Odgoja-FSO organised a total of six
meetings in several locations, focusing mainly on teachers, headmasters
and professional staff in elementary and secondary schools.

Four events were held in Zagreb, the capital of Croatia, one in Rijeka and
one in Cakovec.

During the first meeting, we worked with students and teachers from the
Economic school in Pozega, a city in the country's eastern region.
However, thanks to the student exchange program, they were
accompanied by students from the Canary Islands. Therefore, the first
meeting had an interesting international aspect and interactions of
students and teachers from different countries.

The second workshop was organised with an association called
KUMULUS, a center and gathering place of experts of various
professional profiles in upbringing and education, educational
rehabilitation, social work, and healthcare. This workshop was also
accompanied by teachers and students from several schools in Zagreb
and nearby cities, allowing for an interesting discussion between the
retired members of the association and younger professionals and
students.

The third, fourth, and final meetings were held for teachers and
professionals in school, and the remaining meeting was held during the
GOOD initiative conference where we were accompanied by our decision
maker who represented the Office of the Ombudsman. Overall, during
the meeting, we worked mainly with middle-aged school staff, senior
school teachers, and members of professional associations, as well as
high school students.

19



Several methods were used to engage participants in the workshop.
First, every meeting started with a “mind walk”, an activity where
participants had to remember and write down several activities that they
did from waking up until the beginning of the meeting. After writing
down the activities, we discussed with participants how those activities
related to the EU. This resulted in an interesting discussion and
participants were surprised to realise just how important the EU is in
their day-to-day activities.

Additionally, during each meeting, we presented different ways in which
citizens can participate in the political life of the EU through European
platforms. We also suggested, particularly to teachers, how they can
incorporate these platforms and knowledge into their work with
students to motivate them to vote in the European elections.

Finally, we asked participants to write down their recommendations and

suggestions on how to increase the political participation of European
citizens.

20



Citizens' recommendations

Citizens' asked for a better process of informing citizens about what the
EU does for them. They strongly consider that there should be a stronger
focus on presenting the influence of the EU policies on everyday lives.
They pointed out that citizens usually do not know how decisions made by
the EU affect their lives and this is something that should be emphasized
more. This could be done in several ways.

1st recommendation - An official weekly/monthly television and
radio programme on the EU on national television and radio stations
might enable citizens to find out more about the EU.

This is seen as important, particularly for integrating and informing
middle-aged and older people. The same could be done for younger
audiences through social media, podcasts, etc. in a more informal way.

2nd recommendation - More education about the everyday
influence of the EU presented in an easy-to-understand way for
broad audiences should be conducted more intensely and
systematically.

The main criticism that citizens had was that these types of activities
were only conducted during the time of election and not on a more
regular basis. This, especially in combination with the possibility of
having an official weekly/monthly programme on the EU broadcast
nationally - would motivate citizens to participate more actively.

21



3rd recommendation - The offices of EU institutions should be more
present in the cities in whole countries and should serve as a main
communication channel between the EU decision-makers and the
citizens themselves. More public consultations should be conducted
through EU offices so that participants can express their opinions
more effectively.

Informing citizens about platforms for participation should be done
more intensely, as well as inventing new ways that will foster citizen

participation.

Enhancing citizen participation in European democracy
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Example of good practice: an intergenerational debate!

Our fifth meeting was held during the GOOD Initiative conference held
on the 3rd of June in Zagreb. This provided us with an opportunity to
include diverse groups of participants, not only by age but their
profession, social status, educational background, etc. This was
especially relevant considering the wide age range (the youngest
participant was 25 years old while the oldest was 60 years old). This
helped us recognize different approaches to political participation based
on age, as well as different needs for political participation. During this
meeting, students, educational professionals, NGO members, and
political actors could discuss bridging the social and age gaps.

The exercise used to encourage interaction between participants of all
age groups encompassed several aspects: first, participants were shown
specific areas in which the EU has exclusive influence, partial influence,
and areas exclusively in the domain of the member states. Then,
participants were introduced to different tools for active citizen
participation (What Europe Does For Me; European Citizens' Initiative;
Your Voice in Europe) which they briefly explored.

At this stage, participants were asked to write several suggestions on
how they believe that citizen engagement should be encouraged. Finally,
participants had to share their ideas and discuss how different ideas
would encourage different age groups to participate. This helped them
realise that different age groups have different political needs.

For example, younger participants insisted more on intensifying
educational content in their everyday lives where they can learn about
the influence of the EU on their day-to-day activities, while older
participants insisted more on making legal language more accessible and
easy to read and understand.

Additionally, all groups agreed that the educational sector should be one
of the main areas where learning about the EU should take place.

23



From France

How we worked

In France, Pistes Solidaires organised and ran five meetings aimed at
involving a variety of audiences and fostering their connection with the
European Union's democratic processes.

The 5 events all took place in the Pyrénées Atlantiques department in
south-west France, between Pau, Anglet and Ustaritz. These collaborative
workshops aimed to improve citizens' understanding of and
participation in the EU decision-making process.

Notably, two events involved elected representatives :

e The meeting on 30 April 2024, in partnership with the local
association KABIA - which is active in the field of the Social Solidarity
Economy - dealt with the involvement of young people in EU policies,
with a representative from Biarritz and the European Commission's
BELC (Building Europe with Local Councillors) network.

e The event on 5 June 2024 took place at Ustaritz town hall and was
attended by the town's mayor and three other representatives - from
the towns of Ustaritz, Anglet and Bayonne. The political decision-
makers met with some local young people who are supported by the
Mission locale du Pays basque - the Missions locales work on a
national scale to support young people aged 16 to 25 in a number of
areas, including active citizenship.

As well as bringing together local political decision-makers, these 2
events were also interesting in that they brought together people of
different ages who were able to express different visions and
approaches to the European question. On each occasion, young people,
adults and the elderly were present.

24



As for the other 3 events, two of them were aimed at young people,
while another was aimed at the elderly, who responded very positively to
the methods proposed.

A Team Europe expert from the Europe Direct network in France was
also on hand to explain the issues at stake in the European elections.

As a popular education association, our methods, drawn from non-
formal education, gave people a participative learning and debating
experience based on exchanges and role-playing.

We began with an introduction to the European Union, how it works, and
the impact of its policies on people's daily lives. We then broke into sub-
group discussions, inviting participants to share their ideas on what the
European institutions could do to encourage more people to get
involved in the European democratic process.

Before concluding the session with a participatory debate on European
citizenship and civic engagement, we presented and explained various
forms of civic engagement, such as participation in European elections,
the European Citizens' Initiative and youth volunteering.

25



Citizens' recommendations

Faced with the question “How can we encourage more people to vote in
European elections and participate in European democracy?”, participants
put forward the following recommendations:

1st recommendation - Improve teaching about the EU and European
citizenship in secondary schools by making it attractive and
practical through visits to European institutions, simulations and
workshops.

Well aware that education is a competence of the Member States, citizens
are convinced that more needs to be done by national policies.

Over 30% of participants believe that all young people should be required
to take part in Erasmus-type mobility programmes or do voluntary work
abroad as part of their compulsory education in order to gain practical
experience of Europe.

2nd recommendation - Harmonise the arrangements for European
elections, including the voting age, election dates and requirements
relating to constituencies, candidates, political parties and their
funding. The European institutions should move towards pan-
European or transnational lists with candidates from different
Member States.

This would avoid nationalising the vote in European elections and would
enable citizens to better understand and focus on European issues.

3rd recommendation - Promote increased openness of civil society,
including social centers, associations, local communities, sports
clubs, and public bodies, to European projects and funding to
facilitate interactions among European citizens.

increasing budgets, while incorporating a stronger intergenerational
focus to encourage enriching exchanges between different age groups

and nationalities.

Enhancing citizen participation in European democracy
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Example of good practices: popular education to talk about Europe!

The moving debate is a method of participatory debate derived from
popular education, in which a proposal is put to a group and participants
are asked to take up a physical position for or against it, on one side of
the room or the other.

After some thought, participants formulate arguments to explain their
position, and can switch sides if the other side's arguments are
convincing.

This type of debate enables participants to justify their opinion and
materialize their intellectual position. It forces everyone to give their
opinion, even non-verbally, and encourages them to listen and take into
account the arguments of others. The moving debate develops critical
thinking, encourages questioning and promotes collaborative reflection.

Lessons Learned:

As part of the June 5, 2024 meeting, Pistes Solidaires proposed a moving
debate on European citizenship and civic commitment to all participants,
from different ages and backgrounds.

It can be interesting to set up this type of debate in the presence of
citizens as well as elected representatives and decision-makers from a
town or community: citizens thus have the opportunity to express
themselves and be listened to, while elected representatives can interact
directly and reflect with them.
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From Greece

How we worked

In Greece, six events were organised by the region of Eastern Macedonia
and Thrace in several towns. The selection of the thematic units was
made by the project team, in particular by the project coordinator in
collaboration with the other members, and with the approval of the
regional governor. The aim was to inform citizens, via local and urban
community players, about issues that concern them and are linked to
democracy in the European Union and citizen participation in the
European election process.

The methodology followed consisted of providing specific information to
members of influential bodies that interact with citizens. These issues
include: gender equality and the empowerment of women, and
strengthening their role in politics, the economy and entrepreneurship;
climate change, its impacts and the initiatives developed by the relevant
EU bodies; equal rights for EU citizens, e-democracy and information on
the financial tools and opportunities offered by EU mechanisms. It is
important to note that they have been informed of the impact and
benefits they enjoy as Greek and European citizens. This knowledge
stimulated and developed a sense of responsibility and awareness of
their obligation to participate in the elections as active European citizens.
In all, more than 90 citizens from a variety of backgrounds (civil servants,
representatives of institutions, students, professionals, private sector
employees, etc.) took part in the activities.

All events were attended by the Local Deputy Regional Governors,
specifically: the Deputy Regional Governor of Finance, Culture, and
Volunteering; the Deputy Regional Governor of Xanthi; the Deputy
Regional Governor of Social Policy; the Deputy Regional Governor of
Kavala; and the Deputy Regional Governor of Development,
Entrepreneurship, and Innovation. It should be noted that the Regional
Governor of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace and the President of the
Regional Equality Committee also participated.
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Citizens' recommendations

During the events organised by the Region of Eastern Macedonia and
Thrace, it was observed that the majority of rural citizens, particularly the
elderly, are unaware of how the EU is positively influencing their daily
lives through the design and implementation of horizontal European
policies.

This has led to a number of recommendations from citizens, who are
convinced that by having a better understanding of the impact of EU
policies at a local level, they would be more inclined to participate in the
European democratic process.

1st recommendation - Develop ongoing information and dialogue
with regional and municipal authorities on EU policies.

2nd recommendation - Provide information on funds provided by
the European Union for local cultural and social activities.

3rd recommendation - Raise awareness of financial tools that
support and strengthen local entrepreneurship.

4th recommendation - Set up a mechanism or mobile structure that
will be in constant communication with rural citizens, mainly older
people who do not have access to information via social networks
and the internet.

5th recommendation - Support small collective entities,
associations and clubs that lack management skills and expertise to
obtain European funding in order to ensure their viability.

Enhancing citizen participation in European democracy
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Example of good practices : inform and promote how the EU and the
Regions work together

In Greece, the debates focused mainly on the importance of
demonstrating and communicating the fact that the European Union and
the Regions (the Region of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace in this
exemple) are working together for citizens.

There was a remarkable positive response from participants to the
presentation of programs funding major infrastructure projects, health
and social care structures, employment and training programs,
entrepreneurship, cultural programs, education, research, and
innovation. A series of EU programs that are currently ongoing at the
level of the Region and directly benefit the citizens were presented.

When asked "How can we improve resilience and development in this
region?”, the citizens made the following (thematic) recommendations:

e Europe must support the Region by strengthening regional
environmental restoration policy and implementing preventive
measures to avoid future disasters.

e Raise awareness and educate the public, as well as providing the
Country with modern technological equipment to prevent and
respond rapidly to natural disasters or crisis situations.

e Support the businesses and communities affected by the forest fires
this summer (2024), bearing in mind that this is one of the poorest
regions in Europe.

e Retain the population in these areas by offering additional incentives
to stay, noting that the region faces significant problems of brain
drain and low birth rates.

e Launch of European initiatives for a coordinated response to major
disasters.
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From ltaly

How we worked
In Italy, two events were organised by CESIE for two different age groups.

The first meeting was organized in partnership with the Department of
Political Sciences of the University of Palermo (UNIPA) and took place on
the 17th of April 2024. 32 students from the Alessandro Volta Scientific
High School in Caltanissetta were involved in the meeting. The EUNITE
event was included as the final part of a course these students had
already completed with UNIPA. Participants spent a full day learning
about the EU, its institutions, the significance of European elections, and
a number of other problems that are very important to them. These
subjects included citizenship, immigration, and the environment.
Following guidance in a process of analysis and reflection on their needs
about these concerns, the students had a conversation with a former EU
representative, who had previously served in the European Parliament.
Following the comparison stage, the students created recommendations
that they hope the EU would accept, and that are listed in the next
paragraph.

The second event was organized involving adults and over 60 years old
in @ EUNITE event. The meeting took place at the AUSER headquarters in
Ciminna, at the Brancato Municipal Library, on the 25th of May 2024,
with 54 participants.

The Mayor and the Councilor for Ecology, Equal Opportunities, Sport,
and Tourism, along with other local representatives, participated in the
event. The initial part emphasized the importance of EU, national and
local elections, after which participants identified their needs and
developed political proposals that were discussed with local
representatives in a plenary session. The event saw good interaction and
active participation from the public.
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Citizens' recommendations

During the thematic debates held at the events, participants also wished
to make recommendations that were more specifically linked to the
issues addressed.

1st recommendation - On migration and citizenship: local
authorities should improve support services and organise more
programmes to facilitate the social inclusion of migrants, including
cultural exchange events so that natives and people with a migrant
background can become more familiar with each other.

Citizens also wanted their representatives to promote anti-discrimination
policies, intercultural dialogue and the defense of lus Scholae, given that
people born in Italy to immigrant parents who have lived and studied in
the country all their lives are rarely granted Italian citizenship.

2nd recommendation - On recycling and plastic reduction:
implement recycling regulations in areas where they are not yet
mandatory, and increase the number of street cleaners to address
Italy's high unemployment rate.

During the discussion on the environment, both groups deplored the
excessive presence of plastic and rubbish in public spaces. The young
citizens were also concerned about what they could do at school to help
protect the environment, and suggested installing recycling bins in every
classroom. As tap water is not drinkable in Sicily, it was suggested that
fountains should be installed in public spaces and school buildings to
reduce the use of plastic bottles.
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3rd recommendation - On improving local infrastructure: some
streets and pavements are in need of maintenance, as they are full
of cracks and potholes (citizens are concerned about the safety of
people who use these roads on a daily basis, as well as the
accessibility of pavements for people with mobility problems).
Public transport and links between local towns should be improved
to make them more affordable.

The reason given for their suggestion was that investing in public
transport has multiple benefits, including less impact on the
environment and greater independence for individuals, particularly the
elderly and minors who are not yet allowed to drive.

4th recommendation - On redevelopment of derelict public spaces:
the redevelopment of derelict public spaces and their
transformation into socio cultural centres could significantly
improve the state of the city and the social life of its citizens.

Older people and young people often complain about the lack of public
spaces where they can socialize with their peers. This could be an
effective way of involving local communities in new activities and

democratic participation.

Enhancing citizen participation in European democracy
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The Participatory Budgeting

The events organised in Italy showed that the citizens who took part had
clear demands in mind, needs that were shared by different age groups.
When the objectives are clear and people want to make their voices
heard, a method like Participatory Budgeting (PB) represents a
constructive solution for promoting inclusive democracy and
implementing the changes that citizens really need and want to see.

Participatory Budgeting involves members of a community in the
decision-making process concerning part of the public funding, rather
than limiting access to the most influential socio-economic organizations.
By getting the chance to manage part of the public budget for projects
that citizens feel close to heart, this method enhances clarity and
transparency in the funding process, and helps restore trust in the
institutions (Allegretti & Herzberg, 2004).

Participatory Budgeting can be applied in various contexts, but there are
some common steps.

Firstly, the municipality decides a budget for Participatory Budgeting
based on the neighborhoods/districts of the city and their relevant
projects. Elected or volunteer representatives from the
neighborhoods/districts join government officials to form a committee
and elaborate project proposals. Citizens can present their proposals,
which are finalized through meetings, focus groups, and rounds of
deliberation. Once ready, project proposals can be voted on by citizens,
with the winning ones being implemented by the municipal government
(Shah, 2007).

This approach was first adopted in Latin America (ibid) during the 1980s
and is still frequently used today. The most emblematic case is in Porto
Alegre, Brazil, where it successfully addressed corruption and mobilized
the most marginalized segments of the population (Local Government
Association).
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When it comes to the European Union, between 2005 and 2012 the
number of Participatory Budgeting experiments increased from 55 to
over 1,300, involving over 8 million citizens (Euractiv, 2024) and counting
France, Germany, Poland, Spain and Italy as the member states with the
most PB interventions (Sgueo, 2016).

In Sevilla, Spain, Participatory Budgeting allowed the construction of new
drains, pavements, and several swimming pools and sports grounds
(Transnational Institute, 2007), while in Paris, France, the city with the
largest Participatory Budgeting in the world, around 7% of the
population (around 93000 people) voted for the project proposals in
2017 (Participedia, participative website). At the moment, PB is mostly
used at the municipal level, when residents are asked to put forward and
vote on ideas that will be funded by the local budget (Euractiv, 2024).

Thus, in Europe, Participatory Budgeting is growing in popularity as a
democratic instrument, as it is considered as a valuable solution to
revitalize democratic involvement, strengthen civil society, modernize
public services, and fight corruption, even when it is mostly implemented
on a local level (ibid).
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Who can make the voice of
Europe’s citizens heard?

Conclusion

While, over the years, the EU has put in place an unprecedented number
of participatory channels open to its citizens, it is clear that the transition
from theory to practice has yet to become a reality.

The structures and mechanisms for involving citizens directly in the
decision-making process are in place, as evidenced by the existence of
the citizens' right of initiative and public consultations. However, their
overall adoption and use by citizens remains extremely modest
(Alemanno, 2024).

The recommendations gathered above, as well as the resulting field
analysis, demonstrate that several factors hamper the capacity of the EU
participatory toolbox to fully exercise its democratic and participatory
function.

Most of the channels through which EU citizens can participate remain
largely unknown to citizens who, as a rule, are not even aware of
European mechanisms or the impact of European policies on their daily
lives.

Not to mention the fact that having created different participatory

channels has resulted in a scattered and sometimes overlapping
structure.
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This structural problem leads to competition between tools and
confusion among potential users as to which instrument to favor (ibid).

There is still a long way to go!

While European politicians had expressed the wish that - once the
Conference on the Future of Europe was over - the citizens' panels -
which were at the heart of this process - should become a permanent
tool at European Union level (Euractiv, Kurmajer, 2022), more needs to
be done to fine-tune this process.

Citizens should have their say on the subjects addressed in the panels
and, above all, this exercise should see greater involvement from civil
society players (Euractiv, Ellena, 2023).

Civil society groups, as well as public and educational actors in the
Member States, can play a crucial role in the EU's participatory landscape
through active and "positive" lobbying.

These actors act as intermediaries between citizens and the EU
institutions, providing a first level of information on the mechanisms in
place and ensuring that grassroots concerns are heard and taken into
account in the policy-making process.

They often conduct research, provide expertise and mobilise public
support to influence legislative agendas. Their engagement goes beyond
traditional lobbying efforts and includes campaigns, public awareness
initiatives and consultations with stakeholders.

Greater involvement of civil society would also help to diversify the
expertise of the panels, which tends to be limited to universities and
think tanks, and improve the quality of the deliberations.

In this way, the EU institutions can become aware of the real impact of
policies and foster a more inclusive and responsive decision-making
environment. This collaborative approach strengthens not only
democratic governance, but also transparency and accountability within
the European Union framework.
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