


Citizens' Panels Show the Way Ahead for Transnational Democracy
Carsten Berg is a Berggruen Institute Fellow and leads the campaign for a European Citizens’
Initiative

INTRODUCTION

Over the last ten years we have been witnessing an impressive increase across the
world in convening Citizens' Assemblies as a key innovation of contemporary
democracy.

This new form of public citizens’ participation invites everyday people, randomly
selected in a way that indicatively represents the body politic as a whole, to take
part in governance. For many, such an innovation represents the great hope for
democratic renewal in the 21st century. For others, they are just a costly gadget,
challenging and perhaps even undermining, traditional forms of representative and
direct democracy.

This "deliberative wave", as the OECD calls it, has now arrived in the European
Union (EU). For the first time in its history, the EU has systematically tested such
methods of deliberative democracy in real-life at the transnational level in the
context of the Conference on the Future of Europe (COFE).

As part of the deliberations over the future institutional landscape of this singular
experiment in transnational governance, the EU invited 800 randomly selected
participants from all across the continent to provide their input. These European
Citizens’ Panels (ECPs) first deliberated only among themselves. In a second stage,
80 of the 800 became part of the 449-member Conference plenary in order to
discuss and fine-tune their proposals together with representatives of all EU
institutions, the 27 national governments that comprise the union and a multitude
of non-governmental organizations.  Parallel to this, all the main language groups of
the EU were invited into the debate through a multilingual digital platform. That
platform also featured the results of all conference related events, including the
deliberations of the Citizens Panels.

https://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-citizen-participation-and-new-democratic-institutions-339306da-en.htm
https://futureu.europa.eu/?locale=en
https://futureu.europa.eu/assemblies/citizens-panels
https://futureu.europa.eu/assemblies/citizens-panels
https://futureu.europa.eu/processes?locale=en
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Surprisingly, after years of silence on the matter, EU leaders, such as Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen, have even indicated openness to changes in the
constitutional rules of the Treaty that governs the union if citizens demand so.

On 9 May 2022, the Conference proposed many measures, a number of which,
indeed, require a Treaty change. For example, citizens recommended ending the
unanimity rule, which requires all member states to agree on policies, and the
expansion of EU competencies in areas like health, social and foreign policy that
still mostly remain in national hands.

Most importantly, the citizen panel-influenced proposals call for a larger say in
governance that would close the democratic deficit with the Brussels bureaucracies
by institutionalizing new forms of citizens’ participation such as holding regular EU
Citizens’ Assemblies and continent-wide referenda. These tools would be
authorized to initiate a European constitutional process “when necessary” in order
to “provide a common definition of what is meant by democracy in Europe.”

The significance of this outcome cannot be underestimated. In historic terms, it
amounts to an overcoming of the “constitutional trauma” of 2003/2004 when the
last attempt at a Treaty change was defeated by referenda in France and the
Netherlands. The major difference is that the current process is the first attempt to
place citizens, rather than technocratic elders, at the center of constructing
transnational democracy in the EU from the ground up.

The huge complexity of the actors involved in this Conference – which include
hundreds of ordinary citizens from all over the EU speaking 24 different languages –
made this conference a highly challenging exercise in participatory democracy.
Nevertheless, the COFE experience proves it is possible to organize such Citizens’
Assemblies in a multilingual way at a transnational level.
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SETTING UP THE FRAMEWORK
FOR MEANINGFUL
DELIBERATION

The conference process required a
substantial budget of over 20 million
EUR and involved recruiters to select
citizens randomly, translators, process
design developers, moderators,
fact-checkers, experts, observers and
a joint secretariat with staffers of the
three EU institutions—the Council (the
leaders of national governments), the
Commission (the appointed governing
body), and the European Parliament --
steering the process on behalf of the
Executive Board of the Conference.

A large part of the operational work
was done by the professionals who,
for example, organized the Citizens’
Assemblies in France on climate
change in 2020. Citizens who
participated in the assemblies were
compensated financially for their time
and placed in a comfortable
environment including a small tourist
program and lodging in a four-star
hotel.

For the first phase, citizens met in a
neutral, non-partisan space and were
given sufficient time to deliberate the
issues with evidence-based expert
knowledge in discussions that were
professionally moderated. This is the
so-called “deliberative filter” that
differentiates Citizens’ Assemblies
from the simple polling of opinion and
lack of information that characterizes
electoral campaigns.

Most randomly selected citizens felt
pleased and honored to be chosen, as
if they had won a lottery. Since they
felt their voices would be heard and
carried weight, they worked together
constructively with a sense of shared
purpose for a greater goal. Many of
them endured long night sessions
during many weekends and online
evening sessions during the week. It
was from this positive experience that
a majority of the participants
proposed that Citizens’ Panels should
become a permanent institutional
feature of governance in the European
Union.

https://futureu.europa.eu/pages/executive-board
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LEARNING FROM MISTAKES –
FIRST LESSONS

The COFE process was not without its
critics. At the outset, the
Vice-President of the European
Parliament, Rainer Wieland, expressed
fundamental doubts: “I recommend
you perform five different random
assembly processes in the same
country on the same topic and I
ensure you will receive five different
results. You will always get the result
depending on who is organizing them
and who chooses the experts,
participants etc.” Wieland, of course,
was properly pointing out the
potential pitfalls such as built-in bias
and conflicts of interest that must be
avoided if Citizen Assemblies are to
become an integral part of democracy
alongside elections. In many ways, the
awareness of these concerns is what
made the process work as well as it
did once it was launched.

To that end, civil society and academic
groups such as Citizens Take Over
Europe, the Conference Observatory
and the European Democracy Forum
at the European University Institute in
Florence played the role of ‘critical
watchdog’ by monitoring the design

integrity and implementation of the
deliberative processes. While the
Conference was ongoing these
assessments worked to try and
improve the process. Now, these
findings will help draw the appropriate
lessons and improve such processes
in the medium-term.

MAKING RANDOM AND
EXPERT SELECTION MORE
BALANCED

The first assessments of the
Conference reveal that the random
selection of the citizens for European
Citizens' Panels was far from
comprehensive and
only reflected the EU’s diversity
regarding the “geographic origin,
gender, age, socioeconomic
background and level of education.”
Important variables were not
considered. In particular, marginalized
groups were not specifically included
(which, however, is key for the
representativeness of the sample and
the legitimacy of the process). It is
therefore important to develop new
outreach methods to tackle this
oversight.

https://citizenstakeover.eu/
https://citizenstakeover.eu/
https://conference-observatory.eu/
https://www.eui.eu/en/academic-units/school-of-transnational-governance/stg-projects/transnational-democracy-at-the-school-of-transnational-governance/the-forum-on-democratic-participation-and-the-future-of-europe
https://futureu.europa.eu/assemblies/citizens-panels
https://futureu.europa.eu/assemblies/citizens-panels
https://futureu.europa.eu/assemblies/citizens-panels
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As Harvard’s Jane Mansbridge has
outlined: “In order to ensure complete
and extensive outreach invitation of
participants, contacting by mail is not
sufficient. It requires community
members going to buildings and
knocking on doors - and the people
who knock should be the same class
and ethnicity as the people behind the
doors.”

Beyond socio-demographic variables,
it is equally important to use sampling
criteria related to the topic and
attitudes of citizens, as Linus
Strothmann, a pioneer in
outreach-methods for Citizens’
Assemblies, underlines: “In principle,
the question is always: How can I get
the greatest diversity of opinions and
experiences into the
process?”

The experiences of EU related Citizens’
Assemblies at regional and national
level have shown how challenging it is
to recruit participants who have a

skeptical attitude towards the EU. This
group’s disinterest and rejection of the
EU tends to result in such people not
participating in the first place, unless
special recruitment efforts are
initiated. These kinds of methods
were not applied in the random
selection of citizens for the
Conference. Given the purpose of the
random selection is to draw a sample
that is representative of the entire EU
population, and the dramatic increase
of EU skepticism in EU member states
over the past decade, it seems key to
involve such people as well.

Moreover, we observe different cases
of self-selection in several member
states. Randomly selected citizens in
Italy, for example, were able to pass
the invitation to those most interested
in their families, and this was openly
admitted in plenary and working
groups. Yet self-selection undermines
the principle of random-selection and
tends to attract those interested in the
EU, and who support it, above others.

https://www.buergerrat.de/en/news/close-to-the-people/
https://www.buergerrat.de/en/news/close-to-the-people/
https://www.buergerrat.de/en/news/close-to-the-people/
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WHO IS THE EXPERT TO SELECT
EXPERTS?

In addition to the adequate random
selection of citizens, the proper
selection of experts is similarly vital, as
these figures provide the knowledge
citizens need in order to deliberate in
an in-depth manner and come to
informed conclusions. Experts must
provide a diversity of views and must
be able to communicate in a way that
they can be understood by
non-experts.

A sensitive question therefore arises:
who is choosing the experts? A
number of pitfalls can emerge here.
Obviously, in order to build and earn
public trust in the process, the
possibility that the organizers filter out
those expert views they disagree with
must be avoided at all costs. For that
reason, decision-makers should not
decide alone about expert
recruitment. As the guidelines of the
Australian newDemocracy
Foundation, one of the world’s leading
organizations in the field have
clarified: “[even] if decision makers
make their best attempt to choose a
balanced group of experts, the media
and the public are likely to suspect

that the selection was rigged in favor
of their preferred policy options.”

Instead there should be an
independent committee advising
decision-makers with regards to
expert selection, ensuring that for
each expert position there is a
contrary viewpoint. The expert
advisory group of the Irish Citizens’
Assembly or the guidelines of the
‘Ministry for Citizens’ Participation’ of
Baden-Württemberg provide best
practice examples for how to properly
select experts and thus earn public
trust. Equally instructive in this regard
is the world’s first permanent Citizens’
Assembly in Eastern-Belgium,
consisting of a ‘permanent Citizens’
Assembly’ ensuring the
agenda-setting, proper
implementation and general
framework of the ‘short Citizens’
Assemblies’ convened on a given
topic.

Unfortunately, during the Conference
on the Future of Europe,
decision-makers decided largely
among themselves who was ultimately
recruited as an expert. In addition,
they failed to facilitate any debate
between different and opposing

https://newdemocracy.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/docs_researchnotes_2017_May_nDF_RN_20170515_ChoosingExpertSpeakers.pdf
https://newdemocracy.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/docs_researchnotes_2017_May_nDF_RN_20170515_ChoosingExpertSpeakers.pdf
https://2016-2018.citizensassembly.ie/en/About-the-Citizens-Assembly/Background/Expert-Advisory-Group/
https://2016-2018.citizensassembly.ie/en/About-the-Citizens-Assembly/Background/Expert-Advisory-Group/
https://beteiligungsportal.baden-wuerttemberg.de/de/informieren/methoden/begleitgruppe/
https://oidp.net/en/practice.php?id=1237
https://oidp.net/en/practice.php?id=1237
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expert positions. Moreover, experts
were asked to stay “neutral”, which
hardly worked out. With regards to
the topic of democracy, it turned out
that every EU institution could indicate
their preferred expert.

European democracy movements
such as Citizens Take Over Europe
expressed strong concerns about the
one-sided expert influence. As they
put it in one of their assessments:
“The selection of experts is controlled
by the EU institutions instead of being
left to an independent third party, as
is a good practice in citizens’
assemblies.” On the topic of “EU
border management and migration”,
for example, only the EU agency
Frontex was invited to speak. The
contrary position, as represented by
human rights organizations like
Amnesty International, were excluded.
Given the strong bias and conflict of
interest of the EU, such an expert
choice does not contribute to building
public trust.

WHEN RANDOM CITIZENS
DEMAND TO DISCUSS DIRECT
DEMOCRACY

Unsurprisingly, random citizens also
requested to discuss the question of
direct voting in the EU. Representative
polls regularly reveal a majority of
citizens in the EU support the
introduction of such forms of citizens’
participation. Likewise, in the recent
national Citizens’ Assemblies
organized by Ireland, Germany,
Belgium and other EU member states,
citizens have suggested the
introduction of citizens’ initiated
referendums – as in Germany for
example – in combination with
randomly selected citizens’
assemblies.

Despite the fact that a number of
highly respected scholars have
elaborated sophisticated models for
how direct democratic voting could be
introduced at European level – such as
Theo Schiller, Lars Feld, Francis
Cheneval and others – the organizers
of the Conference did not invite any as
an expert in this field. Indeed, none of
the invited democracy experts, whose
names are published here and here,
have extensively researched on the

https://citizenstakeover.eu/blog/ctoe-expresses-strong-concerns/
https://2016-2018.citizensassembly.ie/en/Manner-in-which-referenda-are-held/Manner-in-which-referenda-are-held.html
https://demokratie.buergerrat.de/english/fact-sheets/
https://diplomatie.belgium.be/en/policy/coordination_european_affairs/conference_on_the_future_of_europe/links
https://futureu.europa.eu/assemblies/citizens-panels/f/299/?locale=en
https://prod-cofe-platform.s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/afgw3pmhq8kc0dj6rba2hz4ocg4c?response-content-disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3D%22Panel%202%20session%202%20Report_FINAL.pdf%22%3B%20filename%2A%3DUTF-8%27%27Panel%25202%2520session%25202%2520Report_FINAL.pdf&response-content-type=application%2Fpdf&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIA3LJJXGZPDFYVOW5V%2F20220508%2Feu-central-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Date=20220508T070022Z&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Signature=2c3fd13da73b04d54cc45f2cc87ef6ca858dff8cb83bcfe41cd3833dc98863d8
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subject and thus cannot be counted
as experts on direct voting.

What is equally surprising, given the
topic was ranked high on the digital
platform, is that none of the invited
experts in the first general public
session even touched upon the issue
of direct democratic voting in the EU.
During the first session this happened
only in the non-public subgroups
where the invited expert explicitly
advised against any form of direct
democracy without justifying his view
and without any other expert
providing a contrary position.
Nevertheless, the random citizens
decided to put direct democratic
voting on the agenda for the second
session of the European Citizens’
Panel.

In this second session, citizens
received input from new experts on
the subject of citizens’ participation in
general, including direct and
deliberative democracy but also other
forms of existing participatory
democracy such as the European
Citizens’ Initiative (ECI). Again, there
was no scholar present that had done
systematic research on direct
democratic voting.

While the topic of randomly selected
Citizens’ Assemblies received the
attention of an entire expert session
by David Farrell, pledging for the
introduction of Citizens Assemblies at
EU level, the topic of direct democracy
was only touched upon for a short
time by Daniele Caramani. He
portrayed direct democratic voting as
a form of citizens participation that
can threaten and by-pass
representative democracy without,
however, explaining the highly
different effects of the various direct
democratic procedures on a political
system. Neither did he explore
possible options for how to introduce
them at EU level or make any
reference to the existing European
Citizens’ Initiative (which is similar to
direct democracy).

Based on this input it was impossible
for citizens to grasp the issue in depth.
For example, one randomly selected
participant from the Czech Republic
stated: “I don’t want to see citizens
voting on everything, but I want to
have the freedom to say no in case it
is absolutely needed, for example
when citizens’ participation rights are
reduced by EU institutions.” But due to
the lack of differentiated expert input,



Citizens' Panels Show the Way Ahead for Transnational Democracy | 9

neither the participant nor the
moderator could verbally distinguish
which procedure she specifically had
in mind - in this case, a veto initiative
or an obligatory referendum as
opposed to a popular initiative as we
know it, for example, in California.

In contrast to other Citizens’
Assemblies, these expert inputs were
not recorded for citizens or made
public so they could have watched the
input again. Questions to experts
could only be posed directly
afterwards and not after deeper
group reflection a few hours or days
later as is common in other Citizens’
Assemblies.

Unsurprisingly, in the third and final
session, it was observed that citizens
expressed that they did not
understand the concept of direct
democracy and needed additional
information on the subject. As a
result, they received a one-sentence
written explanation from a
non-expert. At this final stage,
however, none of the additional input
could feed into the discussion
anymore due to a lack of time.

Ultimately, in the subgroup on
“Citizens Participation” - the only

group that received some external
academic input on direct voting -
citizens decided to abstain from a
position or voted against the topic,
despite original interest in the subject.
At the same time, the subgroup on
“EU-decision-making” recommended
introducing direct democracy,
however only in the form of top-down
initiated Europe-wide referenda in
exceptional cases (a type of
referendum that is viewed very
critically by many scholars because it
can be manipulated more easily than
other direct-democratic procedures).
But in this subgroup on “EU
decision-making”, there was no
external academic input on direct
democracy, nor was the topic
discussed extensively. In other words,
this recommendation for a
Europe-wide referendum which was
finally accepted was neither
developed on the basis of expert input
nor as a result of in-depth
deliberation.
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THE RELATION BETWEEN
DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY
AND DIRECT VOTING IN THE EU

The idea of popular sovereignty
evidently is not an easy topic for many
people within the EU institutions. In
fact, deliberative democrats like
Gaëtane Ricard-Nihoul, in charge of the
conception and organization of the
European Citizens’ Panels in the
Common Secretariat, have explicitly
criticized direct democratic voting as a
model with no future, attributed to
“neo-populists”.

By contrast, as Kalypso Nicolaidis and
her colleagues at the EUI have
expressed, “[while it is] frowned upon
in Brussels circles for being vulnerable
to demagoguery as well as
unpredictable […] it does, however,
provide a potential important means
of tackling apathy, abstention and
frustration with the EU.”

By definition direct voting provides a
large number of citizens, the public at
large, with a strong say and a binding
impact. In contrast, randomly selected
Citizens Assemblies in most cases are
non-binding and have only a small
public reach. In fact, this was one of
the big problems of the Conference on

the Future of Europe; it hardly
received any public attention.

Assuming that direct democracy can
have a wide reach to citizens and a
potentially positive integrative power
the question is: how is it best
implemented? Top-down or
bottom-up? Is it embedded in an
interactive institutional framework, as
in Switzerland, or is it used more to
circumvent the legislature, as in
California? In this vein Francis
Cheneval presents different options
on the future of direct democratic
voting in the EU, underlining the need
for horizontal EU integration taking
into account the plurality of
EU-member states’ democracies.
Other authors like David van
Reybrouck suggest a non-binary
preferendum model offering to vote
on several proposals being prepared
and defined in randomly selected
citizens assemblies. These are the
kinds of debates about the
relationship between deliberative and
direct democracy that one would have
liked to see addressed at the
Conference.

Of course, this is by no means a purely
academic discussion but of highly
practical relevance. If the EU launches

https://institutdelors.eu/en/publications/representation-et-participation-reinventer-la-democratie-europeenne-2/
https://institutdelors.eu/en/publications/representation-et-participation-reinventer-la-democratie-europeenne-2/
https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/72598/PB_2021_16_STG.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QbpfOpFguZE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QbpfOpFguZE
https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2021/10/21/le-preferendum-arme-ultime-de-decision-citoyenne_6099410_3232.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2021/10/21/le-preferendum-arme-ultime-de-decision-citoyenne_6099410_3232.html
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a new Treaty change process, as
France, Germany and other countries
suggest, at least some Member States
will have to hold referendums for
ratification. Then the question is how
to design and conduct them with a
realistic chance to win the support of
the citizens. For many in Brussels this
“shadow of ratification” seems so
insurmountable that they do not have
the courage to even think about such
a process. In the long term, however,
a political community that cannot
renew its own constitutional
foundations despite the changes and
developments in the world has no
future.

EUROPE, WHAT’S NEXT?

While the COFE process officially
concluded on 9 May 2022 the biggest
test for the effectiveness of the
European Citizens’ Panels is yet to
come as we wait to see if any of the
recommendations are actually
followed-up. Given that the
recommendations are non-binding,

Citizens’ Assemblies generally run the
risk of losing meaning, either due to
lack of implementation or selective
cherry-picking. Even in Ireland which,
for many, is the example that “guides
Europe’s deliberative democracy” as
the Conference co-chair Dubravka
Suica has put it, the majority of
Citizens’ Assembly recommendations
“have been ignored or rejected” by
governments. The same is true for
many other random Citizens’
Assemblies around the world; though
to a much lesser degree regarding
those connected with procedures of
direct democratic voting, as Maija
Setälä from Finland has shown in her
research.

In formal terms, each of the three EU
institutions will now take its own
position on the entire Conference
outcome. While the European
Parliament is determined to explore
full implementation of the citizens’
proposals - including those that
require a Treaty Change - all eyes are
now on the most powerful player, the
Council, representing the 27

https://www.southernstar.ie/news/irelands-example-guides-europes-deliberative-democracy-4238777
https://www.southernstar.ie/news/irelands-example-guides-europes-deliberative-democracy-4238777
https://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/we-may-have-overdone-it-on-citizens-assemblies-1.4803375
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpos.2020.591844/full?utm_source=S-TWT&utm_medium=SNET&utm_campaign=ECO_FPOS_XXXXXXXX_auto-dlvrit
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/B-9-2022-0228_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/B-9-2022-0228_EN.html
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governments, which will position itself
by 24 June on the follow-up.

Governments of Italy, France and
Germany have spoken out explicitly in
favor of a Treaty change and a
Constitutional Convention; meanwhile
countries like Denmark, Sweden,
Finland and ten other Member States
have expressed their reservations. At
the final ceremony of the Conference
on 9 May 2022 President Macron
promised he would discuss a
constitutional convention to change
the Treaty “with the necessary
boldness and freedom at the June
European Council.”

From today's perspective, we can say
that there will be no quick fix for
overcoming the constitutional trauma
of the last attempt at a Treaty change.

The much-needed constitutional
convention process would take
several years to complete. Still it is the
right moment to face it and prepare
the next transformative steps. The
good news is, thanks to the
Conference, the conversation about
the future of Europe has been started
and further randomly selected
Citizens’ Assemblies can in the
meantime be conducted without

Treaty change. During the conclusion
of the Conference, all three EU
presidents, including President
Macron, spoke in favor of regularly
conducting randomly selected
European Citizens’ Panels.
For this reason, it is vital to gather all
the lessons learned from the
completed transnational European
Citizens’ Panels:

First of all, we need a more
comprehensive sample of

random selection, including
marginalized and disadvantaged
groups.

Secondly, we will need an
independent third party to

select the experts and provide citizens
with the option for inviting experts
themselves. It will be equally
important to acknowledge debate and
political differences when they exist
and allow for a balanced pros/cons
expert input including debates
between experts. Only then can
in-depth and meaningful deliberation
be ensured.

Moreover, future European
Citizens’ Panels should deal

with far fewer topics and be given
more time to deliberate, as Claudia

https://twitter.com/DKinEU/status/1523638011950661634
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/webstreaming?df=2022-05-09
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Chwalisz, a citizens’ participation
expert with OECD, identified at a
recent EUI conference. On a similar
note, the topic framing must be
narrowed down to address specific
problems the EU and citizens want to
solve.

Last but not least, we need a
two-stage process, starting

with Citizens’ Assemblies at regional
and national level and only then
moving to EU level assemblies. While
the Conference had national Citizens
Panels, they went in parallel rather
than interacting with each other and
their Europe-wide equivalent.

In the absence of a European public
space we should not bypass this first
step but instead build on it, if only to
generate the much-needed public
space. This also reflects that, for the
time being, transnational democracy
in the EU emerges to a large degree
from the horizontal interaction of the
many democracies in Europe, a
European Demoicracy, rather than
from a singular European demos.

Of course, a robustly designed
European Citizens’ Assembly, as
proposed by civil society and
academics, requires a legal base,

ideally on the constitutional level, with
clear and binding rules in order to
obtain the same institutional status as
representative institutions. Only then
can the risks and potential conflicts of
interest mentioned above be
reduced, which is necessary to make
citizen participation powerful and
provide the democratic legitimacy
Europe urgently needs.

http://kalypsonicolaidis.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/2013_TheIdeaofDemoicracy.pdf
https://europeancitizensassembly.eu/



	Carsten Berg Cover Page helvetica neue
	Carsten Berg (2)

