Democracy cluster
THE EUROPEAN DEMOCRACY WE
NEED
As the Conference on the Future of Europe continues its deliberations
defining the shape of Europe’s democracy, the Civil Society Convention,
representing hundreds of associations and national networks, member
organizations, with tenth of millions of members and millions of individual
activists all over Europe, lays out a proposal on the democracy we need
for the EU.
● From our field experience we hear each day how people connect democracy
to policies’ delivery. Do public policies answer our needs? Do the
democratic processes make our needs heard and properly answered?
● For European democracy to survive and European values to be met, Europe
must deliver on people’s needs, and ensure effective access to economic
and social rights for all, bring wellbeing, and achieve effective access to
fundamental rights for all residents.
● The Conference must give a comprehensive answer to the crucial
democratic issues at stake in coherence with the values claimed in the
European treaties, both in terms of policies for truly inclusive societies
and people’s participation in decision making (participatory democracy,
representative democracy).
As our survey confirms, European civil
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society calls on the EU to increase participation in EU policy on
fundamental rights, climate action, disinformation and rule of law.
***

Strong European democratic civic space and dialogue
European action is urgently needed to make our communities fully inclusive, to
ensure equal access to fundamental rights and to build solidarity inside and among
EU countries.
Conditions for citizen participation through voting, in decision-making processes,
and through civil dialogue should be enhanced. This is crucial even if not sufficient
for a democracy that works for all.
Action must be taken to reverse the negative trends we are witnessing
(disengagement from voting, mistrust and disappointment in the functioning of
democracy and in its capacity to deliver effective access to fundamental rights) and
put EU democracy on the right track.
European civil society is univocal about its calls for EU action to strengthen civic
space, including through monitoring civic space, a civic space policy, and actions
against Member States infringing on fundamental freedoms and rights (see annex
1).
-

-

-

The EU should consolidate a clear democratic space policy framework
including a monitoring and enforcement mechanism to protect EU values
and rights as defined in the Treaties.
Civic space impact assessments should be part of all impact assessments
for EU legislative proposals, and part of the continued monitoring by the
European Commission of existing EU and national legislation.
Reform the Article 7 TEU procedure to make it an effective guarantor of
democracy and human rights in all EU Member States. Reform should include
rules that do not allow blockade as with the Unanimity vote in the Council
(e.g. QMV, qualified majority vote). Rules need to allow the EU to effectively
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act to guarantee the rights of citizens where democracy and the rule of law
are seriously and systematically disregarded within the EU. The EU must
intervene when we witness a regressive path with increasing restrictions on
civic space.

Strengthening European civic participation
All Europeans must have access to participation in European decision-making,
holding European leaders accountable.
Europe’s democratic aim, for inside and outside the EU, must be strengthened by
extending the reach to the public sphere, by investing in evidence-based
information, vibrant European diversified media, and enlarging the space for civic
action.
-

-

-

Enable participatory mechanisms, including easy to understand and
accessible consultations to citizens, as well as a greater space and resources
for civil dialogue.
From local to national and European levels, citizens should be able to
participate in inclusive deliberative assemblies and other forms of
inclusive actions, which must be part of the decision-making processes.
Participation should include civic participation in the follow-up and
implementation of EU decision-making.
The provisions mentioned in Art 11 TEU should be fully empowered,
including an institutionalized civil dialogue with organized civil society along
the implementation of the European Citizens Initiative.

More Europe in the electoral processes
Our survey with European civil society clearly confirms a need to make European
elections accessible and inclusive of all European citizens and permanent
residents, including citizens living in other member states and persons with
disabilities. The Conference is an excellent opportunity to strengthen inclusivity for
European elections.
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-

-

Ensure that all permanent residents and citizens can participate without
exception in elections as voters and candidates, and that elections are
accessible to citizens with disabilities.
There should be an EU electoral authority and transnational lists.
Gender equality has to be ensured.
Citizens should be informed of who are the candidates to become
President of the Commission
European citizens should have the right to vote in the member state
they reside and are to pay taxes, not only for local and European elections.

Stronger Europe relying on all the diversities of its population
Full recognition and consideration of the diversity of our societies is
fundamental to a democratic system and the rule of law.
It is key to achieve social and economic inclusion and gender equality, to fight
against all forms of discriminations, leaving no one excluded or neglected from
effective access to rights and civic freedom, and political decisions. Mainstreaming
these elements into decision-making on Europe’s future is essential.

A stronger Europe through increasing the role of the European
Parliament
The Commission must be fully accountable to the European Parliament. To this end,
the Commission should consider the following proposals:
-

Its President must have a majority in the European Parliament to hold
office.
The Parliament must have the right to dismiss individual Commissioners
The European Parliament must have the right to initiate legislative
proposals
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A stronger Europe through a transparent and accountable
Council
To this end, the Commission should consider the following proposals:
-

-

Extend Qualified Majority Voting in the Council to democracy/human
rights issues and to EU Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP):
The power of the European Council to make decisions on issues of key
concern to democracy and human rights in European external action requires
the extension of QMV to these areas. The extension of QMV, or a similar
mechanism removing the restriction of unanimity voting, would give the EU
the ability to act in a meaningful and timely manner and revitalise the
European mandate to protect fundamental values. CSOs surveyed confirm
that this is essential to the EU’s future.
The veto in the European Council and EU Council of Ministers must be
abolished.
Member State Governments must inform the public about their
positions and aims, with deliberations and votes in the open.
European citizens must be entitled to access European courts in
cases of violation of their fundamental rights. Disregard for human
rights and the rule of law is unacceptable and governments who undermine it
cannot receive European funding. Human and civil rights should be
recognised and accessible for all residents in the EU independent from their
nationalities.

A stronger Europe through an accountable EU
A transparent and accountable EU: EU and government institutions need to be held
accountable to public scrutiny and institutional oversight.
We urge the Commission to consider the following proposal:
-

The EU Transparency Register should become a norm for national and
regional governments.
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The proposals listed here serve as guidance for the changes to be implemented and
their underlying principles. They should serve as a catalyst to shape the debate at
the Conference and provide accountability for its outcomes.

In the attached annex 1 are presented the main results of the consultation
of CSOs conducted by our coalition on EU democratic processes.

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2021-0213_EN.html
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2021/fundamental-rights-report-2021
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Annex 1

Analysis of surveys’ answers provided by CSOs
on EU democratic processes
The Civil Society Convention on the Future of Europe works as a bridge between civil society
organisations (CSOs) and the institutional setting of the Conference on the Future of Europe
(COFE), ensuring that civil society voices are heard and that their recommendations are fed into
the process of the COFE. As part of this effort, a number of thematic surveys have been
circulated and answered by CSOs. This analysis relates to the Democracy Cluster survey which
looked mainly at the Union’s democratic foundations, and how to strengthen democratic
processes governing the EU.
Overall, we received 58 responses from a wide variety of civil society organisations and other
interested parties, with answers being submitted in English, French, and Italian. The CSOs who
answered the survey are engaged in a wide range of areas with the highest proportion working
in the areas of citizen engagement, governance, and digitalisation and innovation.
The responses show that CSOs are concerned about a wide range of issues related to
functioning of democracy in the EU and have many concrete suggestions for reform. Notably,
there was a large degree of agreement between CSOs about what issues are the most pertinent
and what needs to be done. As a result, these responses need to be taken into consideration
seriously as they represent the repeated demands and concerns of those who work daily to
defend the EU's fundamental values and ensure that citizens' voices are heard.
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Participatory Democracy

The first section of the survey related to the functioning of the EU’s participatory democracy,
looking at how inclusive its processes are, how citizens feel their opinions are valued, and how
easy it is for them to meaningfully engage in political decision making.
First, CSOs were asked about what tools are useful for facilitating individuals’ involvement in
participatory democracy and in what issue areas they would like to be engaged. While there
was an overall positive response to all tools suggested as ways to get involved in policy-making,
the ones considered the most useful were in person consultations, direct engagement with
MEPs, voting, and citizen councils. In terms of which topics respondents would like to see more
citizen participation possibilities, the most enthusiasm was seen for fundamental rights, climate
action, disinformation and rule of law.
Next, perceptions on how well the EU’s participatory democracy functions were gauged. There
was a lot of variety as to whether or not respondents felt that when people engaged their
opinions and solutions were valued, with the group being quite divided on this.
Overall, the majority of contributors think that the EU is democratic, for a number of reasons
such as the directly elected European Parliament and the existence of checks and balances
safeguards such as the European Court of Justice. However, many pointed to the institutional
complexity and barriers to participation as features that hinder this democratic nature.
A number of actions were advocated by the group as ways to strengthen civic space such as
financial support to organised civil society and media, legal action against Member States who
infringe on civic space, a clear policy framework defining civic space and identifying strategies to
expand civic space, and visible links of cooperation from EU politics and organised civil society.
To overcome barriers to engagement, respondents overwhelmingly called for increased financial
assistance and funding, more transparent and open participatory processes, increased
education, a clear policy framework, and more support for capacity building for organisations.
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There was an overall negative view of the civic education received by participants, with a
majority of participants saying that it was not at all sufficient or somewhat insufficient. In order
to improve civic education in the EU, respondents advocated for more financial resources, joint
curriculum, and a network for citizen competences.
With regards to how they voice their opinion on policy issues and participate in public debate
online, the majority of participants use social media, online consultations and online petitions
as their main spaces. In order to feel more safe and confident engaging in discussions on
political and societal issues online, respondents advocated for regulation on hate speech, online
and media harassment, trolls, bots, disinformation and regulation holding big tech corporations
accountable. They also positively supported suggestions to create independent non-profit
subsidised platforms with a public interest goal (rather than profit orientation), to give users
control over the data collection and retention of what they post and engage with, and to a
greater diversity of social media platforms. In order to obtain reliable information, participants
overall trust independent media outlets, public institutions, social media and wikipedia.

Electoral Reform

The next section looked at the opinion of CSOs with respect to a number of suggestions for
electoral reform in the EU. The general trend that emerged was that while most respondents
agreed with these electoral reform proposals, many declined to voice their opinion or did not
believe they had sufficiently formed an opinion on the topics yet. This may signify a lack of
knowledge outside the Brussels bubble of certain European electoral reform ideas, pointing to
the need for more pan-European debate on the matter.
With regards to the introduction of transnational lists, where citizens can vote for MEPs from
electoral lists that include candidates from all EU countries, a slight majority advocated for this
possibility. However, around a third had no opinion or were unsure about whether they agreed
with this proposal. It seems while there is some appetite for this reform from CSOs, more
information and collective thinking is still needed.
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Another electoral reform that is often the subject of debate is the Spitzenkandidaten process or
the idea that the citizens should have a direct say in the election of the President of the
European Commission through the results of the Parliament elections. From the survey, a
consistent majority of those who responded were in agreement with this electoral reform.
In order to make European elections more inclusive and accessible, the respondents to our
questionnaire advocated for more accessible and understandable information about the
European Parliament, the importance of guaranteeing the right to vote to all citizens and the
accessibility of the elections’ procedures, facilities and materials for people with disabilities.
Respondents also strongly advocated for an extension of the legislative powers of the EU to
social policy, foreign policy, education, healthcare, taxation and defence. In addition, a majority
said that a single national government should not have the right to veto (block) collective EU
decisions. Lastly, if there were to be a European constitution, one third would like it to cover
more areas than the current EU treaties and another third all areas normally covered by
national constitutions.

Ensure Accountability

The last section of this thematic survey focused on the perceptions of democracy from
respondents, looking at its benefits but also flaws and how it functions within the EU. This
section also asked important questions about the state of the rule of law in the EU and about
citizen’s knowledge and ability to access justice.
Many answers to the question about the usefulness of democracy recognise that democracy is
not a form of political organisation without flaws but argue that it is a concrete and tested way
to promote the rule of law, enhance human dignity, defend fundamental rights, allow freedom,
and to be able to ensure inclusion and equality. A functioning democracy allows people to be
involved in shaping the policies that shape their lives and nearly all of the responses view
democracy in a positive way.
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Beyond the basic issue of flaws in delivering inclusiveness and well being to all, however, there
were a number of flaws of the democracy processes that were flagged by respondents. These
included the short-term approaches by politicians, corruption, populism, and financial and
other barriers to participation. Frustration at some of the institutional processes of democracy
and related issues such as threats to media pluralism were also raised. An overwhelming
number of respondents feel concerned by the proper functioning of democracy processes in
the EU.
For participants, some EU policies which exemplify the value of democracy are the EU Charter
of Fundamental Rights, the Digital Services Act, GDPR, the European Democracy Action Plan,
and the European Accessibility Act. However, some gaps in the legislation were also identified
as respondents called for a democratic civic space policy framework, an equal treatment
directive, more effective climate policies and legislation on free media, the fight against
corruption, migration and asylum, tackling hate speech and harassment, youth policy, and
access to justice.
In terms of how represented respondents felt within EU democracy, there was a wide variety
of responses with some feeling very well represented and others not feeling represented at all.
Those that answered the survey also felt that their concerns were taken into consideration
better within EU processes than EU policies.
An overwhelming majority would like to be more involved in the development of EU policies.
But around two thirds felt that there were barriers to participation that prevented them from
being involved, such as lack of funding, resources, capacity and time, corporate lobbying in the
EU institutions, and the Commission’s tendency to always use English when publishing
materials. Nearly all of those who responded felt that it was important that both citizens and
experts were both meaningfully involved in developing EU policies.
Most respondents did not feel like there is enough information accessible and widely
understandable about the development of EU policies. They also did not feel that they were
well informed about what their government is going to aim for and what position it takes in the
Council. It was the opinion of most surveyed that it should be the EU institutions, the media,
schools, and national governments that take responsibility for informing the citizens and
disclosing information about EU policies and processes.
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A strong majority of participants knew what the rule of law is. However, most respondents did
not feel positive about its functioning in their own country. There was a general consensus that
it is valuable that the EU institutions are evaluating the functioning of the rule of law in the
Member States and making their assessment public. However, most respondents did not feel
that the Rule of Law evaluations were having a meaningful impact on the legislative situation in
the Member States.
Most, but not all, participants feel that people and civil society have the possibility to access
justice at the EU level and all believe that this is a positive thing. Whether or not people have
the power to demand justice from the EU had a more polarised response with many answering
yes but equally many answering no or uncertain. The majority of respondents believe that it is a
positive thing that you can appeal from national justice decisions to the European level, but a
much smaller minority knew how to do so.
Overall, those consulted believe that being a European citizen gives them a sense of being
more protected in their rights than not being a European citizen.
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