
 

 

Briefing Note on the Regulation of the 
European Parliament and of the Council on 

the Citizens’ Initiative  

 

This briefing note follows the structure of the programme of the conference on 17 March 20011 
on citizens’ initiatives as follows: 

I. The first section, “How far does the right of citizens’ initiative go?”, examines the nature 
of the citizens’ initiatives vis-à-vis direct and indirect democracy;  

II. The second section, “What improvements were brought about by the European 
Parliament during the legislative process?” highlights the achievements met by the 
Parliament in making the regulation more user-friendly and effective, but also the points 
which the Parliament did not succeed to modify; 

III. The sub-points under part III, “What are the procedures and requirements to be met by 
organisers?”, are suggestions for the four working groups which will meet in parallel 
session.  

The conference will be an opportunity to examine the regulation for the first time with many of 
the main protagonists in the legislative process. However, the regulation will not enter into force 
immediately. In particular the third working group on setting up procedures for signature 
collection and validation relates to the further work which has to be done to create national 
contact points on the one hand and a secure open source European system for collecting 
signatures on the other. 

The aim of the conference is therefore to make a contribution to the preparation of citizens’ 
initiatives which will not start until early 2012. It is perhaps a good thing that citizens and public 
authorities alike have a year to get organised. 

 

I .  HOW FAR DOES THE RIGHT OF CITIZENS’ INITIATIVE GO? 

 

The Treaty of Lisbon introduced by article 11.4 a mechanism for transnational participatory 
democracy: the right of one million European citizens from a significant number of member 
states to ask the Commission to submit a proposal for European legislation within its powers. 
This event immediately raises the question of how much real power this new collective 
European right will give to citizens.  

The article states: 

“11.4. Not less than one million citizens who are nationals of a 
significant number of Member States may take the initiative of inviting 
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the European Commission, within the framework of its powers, to 
submit any appropriate proposal on matters where citizens consider 
that a legal act of the Union is required for the purpose of implementing 
the Treaties. The procedures and conditions required for such a citizens’ 
initiative shall be determined in accordance with the first paragraph of 
Article 24 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union.1” 

Why could the Treaty of Lisbon not introduce an authentic right of legislative initiative for 
European citizens? It is possible to highlight three main reasons. 

- Firstly, to preserve the Commission’s right of initiative which it alone possesses as a 
means of having a guarantee of balance of powers among the Institutions. The citizens’ 
initiative gives citizens a right, provided they can meet the conditions, similar to that of 
the European Parliament and the Council of ministers: they can invite the Commission to 
take an initiative without being able to force the Institution to do so.  

- Another argument for this measure falling short of direct democracy includes the rather 
low threshold of required signatories (1 million out of 495 million European citizens, 
representing 0,002% of the population) by comparison with equivalent national 
procedures (which moreover only exist in 12 of the 27 member states).  

- Finally, before submitting a legislative proposal, the Commission normally issues a 
“green” or “white paper” and launches consultation procedures and impact assessments. 
There is therefore a gap between announcing a possible initiative and actually making a 
commitment to introduce legislation. 

It appears therefore that there are not yet answers or clear ways forward about how to reconcile 
direct democracy with preserving the balance among the initiating and legislative institutions of 
the Union. In this respect, article 11.4 makes it clear that the initiative is not binding on the 
Commission, so the regulation cannot be criticised for failing to go beyond the Treaty.  

Does this mean that the right of initiative is little more than a right of petition? There are a 
number of grounds for being optimistic and considering that the Commission will respond 
positively to requests from citizens: 

- The criteria for registration at the outset do not commit the Commission to introduce 
legislation if the signatures are collected and the initiative presented, but they are a 
relatively open invitation. An initiative will be registered provided it is not “manifestly” 
outside the Commission’s powers to submit a proposal for a legal act, frivolous or 
contrary to the values of the Union.  

- Too much political capital has been invested in this proposal for it to be dismissed as just 
another form of petition. This began with a campaign in the Convention on the future of 
Europe, the support of members of the European Parliament and national Parliaments 
eventually leading to an article in the abortive constitutional Treaty which survived as 
article 11 of the Lisbon Treaty. 

- The European Parliament is a potential guarantor, because of the role it played during 
the legislative process. Already with the Commission at the start, there was extensive 

                                                             

1 Treaty on the European Union, consolidated version, available at http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:083:0013:0046:EN:PDF 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:083:0013:0046:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:083:0013:0046:EN:PDF
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consultation on a green paper2 before the draft regulation3 was presented in March 
2010. The Spanish and Belgian Presidencies of the Council showed determination to 
speed up adoption. Public hearings with experts and civil society were held by most of 
the political groups in the European Parliament. It is unusual for the Parliament to 
appoint 4 rapporteurs on the same issue (from the Committees on Constitutional Affairs 
and Petitions respectively). The rapporteurs are: Alain Lamassoure (France, EPP) and 
Zita Gurmai (Hungary, S&D) for the Constitutional Affairs Committee and Diana Wallis 
(UK, ALDE) and Gerald Häfner (Germany, the Greens-EFA) for the Petitions Committee. 
The legislative process was therefore thorough and extensive. The European Parliament 
has shown a willingness to share its own right of initiative with citizens which should not 
be taken for granted coming from a Parliament; for this reason, concepts of 
representative and participatory democracy co-exist in the citizens’ initiative. To put it 
more simply, organisers of citizens’ initiatives should be able to rely on support from 
MEPs. 

II.  WHAT IMPROVEMENTS WERE BROUGHT ABOUT BY THE 
EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT DURING THE LEGISLATIVE PROCESS?  

 

There is much which remains unchanged since the original Commission proposal, but 
nevertheless the final regulation is different in character and less technocratic. The European 
Parliament was open to the argument that the regulation had to become more user-friendly if it 
was to be accessible to genuine citizens’ initiatives rather than powerful already well-
entrenched lobbies. The preamble to the regulation reflects this concern by stating that 
“The procedures and conditions required for the citizens‘ initiative should be clear, simple, user-
friendly and proportionate to the nature of the citizens’ initiative so as to encourage 
participation by citizens and to make the Union more accessible4”.  

The main improvements brought about by the European Parliament were as follows: 

- Citizens’ committee (article 3). This was an addition by the European Parliament. 
“The organisers shall form a citizens’ committee of at least seven members who are 
residents of at least seven different member states.” The aim clearly is to encourage 
cross-border debate and representation on equal terms. The Committee also has to 
appoint a representative and serves therefore as an interlocutor for the institutions. It 
would be interesting to know more about the European Parliament’s reasons for this 
innovation. Does it reflect for example the concern that citizens’ initiatives should be of 
rather than for citizens and not controlled by powerful interest groups? 

- Ease of registration of initiatives (article 4). The European Parliament listened to 
arguments of civil society organisations and abolished the original requirement to collect 
300,000 signatures5, which the Council had already brought down to 100,0006, before 

                                                             

2  European Commission COM(2009) 622 final, “Green Paper on a European Citizens' Initiative”, available at 
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0622:FIN:EN:PDF 
3 European Commission COM(2010) 119 final, “Proposal for a regulation on the citizens’ initiative”, 31/3/2010, 
available at http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/secretariat_general/citizens_initiative/docs/com_2010_119_en.pdf 
4 Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the Citizens' Initiative PE-CONS 65/10, preamble, (2), 
p.2, 04/02/2011. Available at http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/10/pe00/pe00065.en10.pdf 
5 European Commission COM(2010) 119 final, op. cit., art.8.  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0622:FIN:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/secretariat_general/citizens_initiative/docs/com_2010_119_en.pdf
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/10/pe00/pe00065.en10.pdf
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registering an initiative. In the final text, it is not possible to collect signatures before 
registration. 

- The minimum number of member states and signatures per state. The question 
of what is meant by a “significant number of member states” was debated at length. Civil 
society organisations argued that the number should not be too high because many 
European issues have a regional character. The European Commission opted for one-
third of member states and the European Parliament brought this down to one quarter. 
There was, though, no change in the minimum number of signatures for each state (the 
number of MEPs by country multiplied by 750, the total number of MEPs). 

- Interaction between the citizens’ committee and the European Commission.  
The Commission’s draft established an arm’s length relationship with the organisers of a 
citizens’ initiative, where communication would have been established in writing only 
according to the deadlines set. The European Parliament in agreement with civil society 
organisations pushed for a minimum of interaction. Thus, once a citizens’ initiative is 
complete and published on the register, the Commission shall “receive the organisers at 
an appropriate level to allow them to explain in detail the matters raised by the citizens’ 
initiative.7” New in the final regulation is the idea that the Commission should set out its 
legal and political conclusions separately. Therefore “the appropriate level” is the 
political level. Subsequently the organisers will be given the opportunity to present the 
initiative at a European Parliament public hearing with the participation of the 
Commission. The idea of the public hearing is to give more weight to the citizens’ 
position and help manage expectations on both sides. 

- A contact point or helpdesk. In the European Parliament, many MEPs recognised that 
if their objective of making this instrument a genuine citizens’ instrument was to be met, 
there had to be a proper supportive infrastructure. In theory, it should be possible for a 
citizens’ group in one country to raise an issue, find counterparts in other countries, 
register an initiative and collect signatures without possessing any European delivery 
mechanism for this purpose, especially since on-line signature collection is possible and 
transnational social networks can spread efficiently. It should be possible too to see 
citizens’ initiatives as a way of bringing scattered and minority interests together and of 
giving them a focus and political attention. The final stages of negotiation of the 
regulation brought some progress. The Commission will provide a contact point for 
information and assistance, a website where initiatives are registered and a citizens’ 
guide. In the year before the regulation comes into force, it is advisable to launch a 
communication campaign to find out more about demand, and establish what is best 
done by an official contact point and what by a help-desk bringing together a task force 
of civil society organisations and experts. At present, there are a number of ideas and 
offers of assistance but little coordination among them or clarity as to who could do 
what. 

There were also further possible improvements in the Commission’s draft regulation and the 
Council’s position which the European Parliament failed to obtain. This may have been because 
the European Parliament itself felt that it had to compromise on the overall package or because 
it did not insist enough or on the contrary there were points on which member states were 
refusing to make any concessions (for example the requirement to give an ID number on 

                                                                                                                                                                                              

6 Council of the European Union, COM (2010) 119 final & 2010/0074 (COD), 22/06/2010, available at 
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/10/st10/st10626-re02.en10.pdf 
7 Regulation, op. cit. ,art. 10.1 (a). 

http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/10/st10/st10626-re02.en10.pdf
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signatures). It would be interesting to know more about the positions of the Institutions, 
because three years after entry into force, the Commission will present a report which could be a 
chance to revise the regulation. The two main sticking points are:  

- The timeframe for collecting signatures. During the hearings and debates in the 
European Parliament, civil society organisations with experience of signature collection 
and running European campaigns pointed out that one year was too short a time. An 
issue which is in the public domain in some countries may simply not be in others, so 
that preparatory work and awareness-raising are necessary before signatures are 
collected. The same issue may be perceived in different ways so that articulating a 
European campaign takes time. In many instances it is precisely in those countries where 
the European measure would be most useful to raise standards that there is a lack of 
awareness and structures to promote the advantages. Since part of the value of the 
citizens’ initiative is to promote European debate, what difference does it make to the EU 
that the debate should last less than a year or longer? 18 or 24 months should have been 
a more realistic deadline to increase the chances of reaching and surpassing the 1 million 
signatures threshold in as many countries as possible. 

- The requirement to give an identity card, passport or personal identification 
number on signature. The requirement in the Commission’s draft regulation to 
provide identity card numbers was criticised by civil society organisations. ECAS did a 
survey which suggested that although two thirds of people would be prepared to give 
their date of birth and address when signing an initiative, only one third would be 
prepared to give an ID number8. The European Parliament supported the criticism of the 
ID requirement, whilst the member states were divided on the issue. The result is that 9 
member states do not require an ID number, whereas 18 do9. Just to list all the different 
national requirements and options in Annex III the text runs to 11 pages. This is despite 
the fact that the preamble to the regulation states that the procedures and conditions 
“should also ensure that citizens of the Union are subject to similar conditions for 
supporting a citizens’ initiative regardless of the member states from which they 
come.10” The regulation does not live up to this stated objective. The only way of 
achieving it should be for more and eventually all member states to give up the ID and 
proliferation of other rules, especially since the authentification of signatures is not 
required by the regulation. 

 

A more inclusive European right of initiative? 

There were also other possibilities for improving on the Commission’s draft regulation which 
were raised during the consultations and hearings and which had some support in the European 
Parliament, but did not succeed: 

- The idea of extending signatures from European citizens to legally resident 
third country nationals. How do you tell the difference on the street? How to explain 
to a third country national resident that s/he may well be affected by the measure but 
does not have the right to sign? Article 11.4 of the Lisbon Treaty was drafted to limit the 
right of initiative to citizens of the Union. 

                                                             

8  The survey is available at http://www.ecas-citizens.eu/content/view/344/342/ 
9 The nine countries are Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Ireland, Netherlands, Slovakia, Finland and the  United 
Kingdom. 
10 European Parliament, op.cit., preamble (5). 

http://www.ecas-citizens.eu/content/view/344/342/
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- During the consultations on the draft regulation and in hearings with the European 
Parliament, several civil society groups as well as politicians recommended lowering 
the age for signing an initiative to 16, as a way of getting the next generation 
involved in building Europe. In an opinion before the European elections of June 2009, 
the European Parliament had recommended the voting age in the European elections 
which was accepted by the Commission in its draft regulation and the Council11. A more 
radical and innovative approach came too late to influence a legislative process which 
was marked by a mix of enthusiasm and caution. 

III.  WHAT ARE THE PROCEDURES AND REQUIREMENTS TO BE 
MET BY ORGANISERS? 

 

The European Parliament did succeed in making the regulation more user friendly, but 
nevertheless it places heavy demands on organisers. These demands are of different kinds 
reflected in the first 3 workshops at the conference on 17 March: 

(i) European citizens’ initiatives and EU competence 

This group will provide guidance on the legal issues of EU competence. Article 4.2 of the 
regulation suggests that the acceptance by the Commission to register an initiative is not a 
sufficient guarantee, because at this stage the emphasis is on eliminating initiatives “manifestly” 
outside the Commission’s powers to submit a proposal, “abusive, frivolous or vexatious” or 
contrary to the values of the Union12. In case of refusal to register an initiative, the Commission 
informs the organisers of the reasons for such refusal and their means of appeal. The aim 
appears to be to register as many initiatives as possible. 

The real test comes at the end of the process when the initiative is presented with the 
signatures. In articles 2-6 of the TFEU there is a rough guide to the hierarchy of EU competence 
covering areas of exclusive competence, shared competence and those that remain the 
competence of member states, where EU legal measures, and therefore a citizens’ initiative, 
would be excluded. The abolition of the three pillar structure in the Lisbon Treaty makes it 
clearer what is and what is not in EU competence. Nevertheless, in the EU legislative process the 
legal basis of a proposal is often contested with different Institutions and governments taking 
different views. Often citizens’ concerns are wholly or partly in a grey zone on the margins of EU 
competence. Four different situations are discernable:  

- There may be a clear basis in the Treaty in areas such as environment, consumer 
protection or the internal market whilst in the areas of freedom, justice and security this 
may be more difficult to establish. 

- The citizens’ concerns are undoubtedly European and echoed in a flagship EU priority 
under Europe 2020 but relate to an area such as education or social innovation where 
harmonisation is excluded. 

                                                             

11 Committee on Constitutional Affairs (Rapporteur: Sylvia-Yvonne Kaufmann), “Report of 3 February 2009 
requesting the Commission to submit a proposal for a regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the 
implementation of the citizens’ initiative”, available at 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&mode=XML&reference=A6-2009-
0043&language=EN  
12 Regulation on the citizens’ initiative, op.cit, preamble (8), passim.  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&mode=XML&reference=A6-2009-0043&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&mode=XML&reference=A6-2009-0043&language=EN
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- There is no clear basis in the Treaty but recourse could be had to article 352, a blanket 
clause which allows the EU to act13. However, although the European Parliament has a 
power of consent, unanimity is required in the Council of Ministers, which means one 
member state could veto the legislation. 

- The proposals would require a revision of the Treaties. According to most supporters of 
citizens’ initiatives, it should be possible but this is contested by most member states 
which point out that Article 11 and the regulation aim at applying the Treaty rather than 
changing it. 

The Commission has to set out its legal and political conclusions on the initiative separately. This 
suggests that the organisers must consider not only whether a measure is in the competence of 
the Commission to propose legislation, but also whether the Institution would do so and give it 
political support. In order to pass the tests, much depends on how the measure is put forward 
and the form of legal act proposed. There is also the question of whether the citizens’ committee 
should take up or not the option of presenting a draft legal text. This may strengthen their case, 
but it could also add to the grounds on which the Commission might have objections. 

 

(ii). European campaigns for launching a successful citizens’ initiative 

 

This group should examine the next step; that is to say, how to attract one million signatures 
once the initiative proposed is established as within the powers of the Commission and 
registered. Here the timescale of 12 months is a constraint and allows little chance in case the 
campaign runs into difficulties to react effectively by catching up and filling gaps. It would be 
useful if this group could share experiences of citizens’ initiatives so far tried and mass petitions 
and produce some guidelines on what is likely to work or not. Here are preliminary ideas: 

- There are issues which are within the powers of the Commission and which are in the 
public interest, but which can appear too abstract or general. It is unlikely for example 
that a campaign to gather one million signatures for a European foundation statute or a 
European association statute would succeed. There has to be a clear link between the 
European nature of the measure and people’s everyday lives. Lowering if possible to 
zero the amount of alcohol consumed when driving on each other’s roads in Europe 
would be more likely to succeed than harmonising general road safety rules. 

- There are possible citizens’ initiatives which could come in response to external events, 
such as the need for the EU to provide effective support to civil society human rights and 
governance in Tunisia or Egypt. Is an instant citizens’ initiative possible in response to a 
topical event of clearly European and international dimension? If the issue is topical, it 
takes less time to explain and collect signatures. 

                                                             

13 Article 352.”1. If action by the Union should prove necessary, within the framework of the policies defined in the 
Treaties, to attain one of the objectives set out in the Treaties, and the Treaties have not provided the necessary 
powers, the Council, acting unanimously on a proposal from the Commission and after obtaining the consent of the 
European Parliament, shall adopt the appropriate measures. Where the measures in question are adopted by the 
Council in accordance with a special legislative procedure, it shall also act unanimously on a proposal from the 
Commission and after obtaining the consent of the European Parliament [...]. Treaty of Lisbon, available at 
http://bookshop.europa.eu/is-bin/INTERSHOP.enfinity/WFS/EU-Bookshop-Site/it_IT/-/EUR/ViewPublication-
Start?PublicationKey=QC3209190 
 

http://bookshop.europa.eu/is-bin/INTERSHOP.enfinity/WFS/EU-Bookshop-Site/it_IT/-/EUR/ViewPublication-Start?PublicationKey=QC3209190
http://bookshop.europa.eu/is-bin/INTERSHOP.enfinity/WFS/EU-Bookshop-Site/it_IT/-/EUR/ViewPublication-Start?PublicationKey=QC3209190
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- To what extent have mass petitions to the European Parliament or citizens’ initiatives 
tried on such issues as equal rights for disabled people or animal welfare been successful 
because they command public support or because they have relied on a strong delivery 
mechanism in a significant number of member states? 

- How big is the challenge, depending of course on the issue, represented by different 
levels of public perception, language and cultural barriers? Often organisers of European 
campaigns face the paradox that an EU measure has most support in the more advanced 
countries, which probably already have their own legislation and least where it is most 
needed. 

The issues for citizens’ initiatives should be within the powers of the European Commission, 
have political support and be in the public eye across Europe so that they stand a chance of 
success. Furthermore, they should be related to citizens’ everyday concerns and carried out by 
at least a minimum of trans-national organisational structures. Even if all conditions are met in 
an optimum way and recourse can be had to on-line signature collection, time, resources and 
significant voluntary support are necessary. It would be interesting to hear from the group on 
issues of resources and fundraising as well as support needed from the Commission’s contact 
point and other resources centres and helpdesks. 

 

(iii). European and national rules to meet the conditions for a successful initiative 

 

Alongside campaigning for collecting signatures, there are also questions of compliance with the 
regulation which have not received sufficient attention in the debates between the EU and civil 
society organisations. This is inevitable because the European level consultations have focussed 
on the European level procedures. To our knowledge, there has been little consultation on how 
the regulation should be applied at different national levels. In the one year period between 
publications of the regulation and entry into force, this will be the main focus of attention. The 
extent to which the regulation is user-friendly depends not only on the text now adopted 
politically and legally, but also on the technical provision for putting it into effect. There is 
clearly an uneasy compromise in the regulation between the need for a European and 
transnational approach, the objective that citizens of the Union are subject to similar conditions 
for supporting an initiative and national procedures which differ for signature collection, 
verification and certification. How big a problem will this be, and what needs to be done for 
member states to designate a competent authority -especially since a right to citizens’ initiatives 
only exist in 12 of the 27 member states? The views of the group will be very important to help 
guide the work of civil society organisations, especially at national level, over the next 12 
months14. 

The regulation raises a number of questions about the conditions to be met and on which the 
views of the group would be valuable: 

- Signatures collected on paper or on-line are treated in the same way and subject to 
national procedures. Could not the problem for the organisers of having to meet different 
national procedures be solved partly by the development by the Commission of a free 

                                                             

14 Cf. PONZANO, P. (2011), “A million citizens can request European legislation: a sui generis right of initiative”,  
European University Institute.  
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European open source secure system for collecting signatures on-line? Using the 
European system -provided it is done correctly- should make it easier to collect 
certificates from the national authorities. 
 

- The Commission is to create a contact point and a dedicated website and citizens’ guides 
in all languages. What is required to make sure that the information and assistance is 
really practical and helps organisers keep down the costs of compliance? Apart from the 
official contact point, should civil society organisations create their own helpdesk? 

 

- Where necessary, the member states are to create and name a competent authority 
responsible for coordinating the process of verification of signatures and for delivering 
certificates. It would be interesting to know whether these authorities will operate 
according to the same standards. They are to be set up before the regulation enters into 
force and the Commission will publish the list. 

 

- After presentation of the initiative, the organisers will have the chance to explain it in 
person at a meeting with the Commission at an appropriate level. Subsequently, there 
will be a hearing in the European Parliament with the Commission and possibly with the 
other Institutions. These are important opportunities for citizens to get their message 
across. How to make sure though that these hearings are not just a symbolic façade and 
involve the possible future interlocutors in the legislative process on the specific issue of 
the initiative? 

 

- Other issues of compliance with the regulations should be considered by the group. The 
member states will be able to apply penalties so that organisers of citizens’ initiatives 
will wish to know what risks they are taking. The most important requirement is on 
organisers to take appropriate technical and organisational measures to protect 
personal data. It will be asked: What are these? 

 

 

(iv). The long-term impact of European citizens’ initiatives 

 

There is no easy answer to the question of what will be the long-term impact of citizens’ 
initiatives, because it will clearly depend on what use is made by citizens themselves of this new 
instrument. The first initiatives from 2012 will brand and define this new instrument to an 
extent. On the evidence of the consultations and hearings by political groups in the European 
Parliament, opinions are divided: 

For many, this is a first in transnational participatory democracy. The debates surrounding 
signature collection at the same time across different languages and cultures should create a 
European public sphere and a European demos.  

For others, such initiatives far from closing the gap between citizens and the EU Institutions may 
increase tensions and frustrations. There is a real danger that this new instrument will raise 
expectations and that citizens will then be disappointed by the Commission’s failure to act or the 
blockage of the legislative proposal in the Council of ministers.  
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Of course the picture is likely to be mixed and untidy with some initiatives succeeding and 
others rejected either because they are too idealistic or ambitious or on the contrary because 
they are simply designed to make a political point or “put a spanner in the works”. 

Where the pessimists have a point is that the record of reforms by the EU Institutions to involve 
citizens has in general turned out to be less successful than hoped. They can point to the decline 
in voter participation in the European elections, despite the increase in the powers of the 
European Parliament. And how successful were other reforms such as improving transparency 
or governance been or Plan D for democracy, dialogue and debate? The result has generally been 
more openness, consultation and efficiency rather than citizen participation in decision-making. 

Will citizens’ initiatives therefore be an add-on, an exception to the normal decision-making 
process or will it have a positively democratic impact right across that process? The answer will 
depend on the extent to which citizens’ initiatives are treated in isolation (which has been the 
case with the concentration in 2010 on the legislative process) or linked to other reforms and 
instruments of participation. 

This group will undoubtedly collect a wide range of different perspectives and decide its own 
agenda. Here are some preliminary points on which to reflect: 

- The requirement to adopt a regulation on citizens’ initiatives should be seen in the more 
general context of article 11 on participatory democracy which in other respects is far 
less prescriptive. The article is a general admonition to the EU Institutions to allow 
citizens and associations to dialogue together and to be consulted, particularly by the 
Commission. Article 11.4 TEU has been implemented. How should Article 11.1-315 be put 
into effect? 
 

- There could be a spill over effect provided that citizens’ initiatives are backed by a 
communication campaign to create a critical mass of such initiatives relating to different 
areas of EU legislative competence. These could also be a spill over effect in the sense 
that not all issues are in EU competence and lend themselves to collecting 1 million 
signatures, so there should be an increase in citizens engaging with other mechanisms: 
complaints, petitions or requests to the European ombudsman. 

 
- There are also potential links between citizens’ initiatives and the Europeanization of 

political parties to the extent that a party or coalition of parties can present a citizens’ 
initiative. Does the group see a link between citizens’ initiatives and the next European 
election campaign? 

 

Finally, each of the four groups will be responsible for developing a series of conclusions. It is 
likely that there will be a long list and that the many other events planned on the European 
Citizens’ Initiative will build on these. Some conclusions of a more general kind will hopefully 
include: 

- The need for a citizens’ infrastructure with contact points and helpdesks if this is to 
become a genuine citizens’ instrument and not one just captured by powerful lobbies. 

                                                             

15 “Article 11.1. The institutions shall, by appropriate means, give citizens and representative associations the 
opportunity to make known and publicly exchange their views in all areas of Union action. 2. The institutions shall 
maintain an open, transparent and regular dialogue with representative associations and civil society. 3. The 
European Commission shall carry out broad consultations with parties concerned in order to ensure that the Union’s 
actions are coherent and transparent”. Treaty on the European Union, consolidated version, op.cit. 
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- The need to keep up the consultation with a wide range of civil society organisations for 

putting in place the remaining features of the procedures and conditions for initiatives 
before they can start in 2012. A good standard of consultation was set by the 
Commission and the European Parliament for the adoption of the regulation which 
should be maintained. 

 
- Citizens’ initiatives should be seen as part of a more general process of reform to bring 

the EU closer to citizens, as an add-on, they may not work. 
 

  
 Tony Venables –ECAS 
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