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„.Every moment is an organizing opportunity, every person a potential activist, every 

minute a chance to change the world." These are the words of Dolores Huerta, a 

Mexican civil right activist , the recipient of the Eleanor Roosevelt Award for Human 

Rights and the Presidential Medal of Freedom that she received from Barack Obama. 

Sometimes we need to look for inspiration for what we can do beyond our real and 

mental borders. 

 

I see the process of the Conference on the Future of Europe as something that 

opens our minds to various perspectives , that break the barriers in our imagination 

between what is possible and what is impossible. When worrying about the potential 

outcome of the Conference, we might miss the value of the process as such. And it is 

good to understand that everything is possible, if we put enough effort to it. 

 

It is obvious at this point that the citizens treated the exercise of the Conference on 

the Future of Europe seriously. They proposed a series of recommendations, with 

some other still to come, that would have a great potential for change of the EU into a 

Union more citizen-oriented and owned by citizens. 

 

The citizens see with radical clarity, that the EU must assert itself as a full-fledged 

political entity with economic, social, cultural dimensions and take internal and 
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external actions that are decided democratically. That is why a 'Conference on the 

Future of Europe' is so necessary at this particular historical juncture. 

 

The core of the Conference, the Citizens Panels, represent political heterogeneity. 

The citizens did not divided themselves neatly in the opposing political or, indeed, 

ideological, camps, as the politicians use to do. 

 

They do not demonstrate strong political affiliations that could be described as 

„liberal", „left", „conservative” or radical right.They concentrate their 

recommendations on concrete proposals, not abstract ideas. 

And if the question is whether the citizens and the politicians are on the same page 

on the issues, the response may be a bit tricky and I will use it here for the purpose of 

discussion. 

 

Actually, citizens’ objectives and serious efforts can cause some disorientation 

among those politicians who are used to expressing themselves and their view of the 

world in the vocabulary of polarization. 

For citizens the polarization is not even something to notice, they work somehow 

above and beyond it, on a different plateau of understanding. And this is what is a 

great, wonderful novelty of the COFOE as a deliberation project. 

It may be quite a novelty to some politicians, but COFOE created something like the 

citizen's „esprit de corps" during its process. And this maybe the best lasting legacy 

of the Conference. 

 

They do not look narrowly at issues in the categories of „national interest". The 

European interest is for them the natural way they look at things. And they are not 

afraid of the hyphenated identity. „We're French, but also Europeans, we're Czechs, 

but also Europeans." This is a „new normal" at the Conference. The citizens are 

exemplary in their „Europeanness", while the politician often cling to their archaic 

nationalistic totems. 

 

This different ways of perception may lead to potential areas of friction between 

citizens and politicians. On one level, politicians, especially from the far right side of 

the aisle do not like the idea of the Conference in general and they are dissatisfied 
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with the outcome that may lead to prodemocratic changes in the EU structure. This is 

why they started in various bodies of COFE (plenary, Working Groups) questioning 

the representativeness of the composition of Conference. They perceive the selection 

of citizens as one sided and not representative of general population. This is their 

way of undermining the legitimacy of the whole exercise. They rely on populist 

arguments of the type: „nobody in my constituency cares about the Constitution, all 

they about are costs of living, energy prices" and so on. It is an insidious way of 

diminishing the citizens' role  and delegitimizing their contribution. 

 

There is an effort by the right to discredit the process (visible in some Working 

Groups quite clearly, i.e. migration) and the possibility of increasing attacks on the 

COFE. On the other level, there is strong probability for a clash brewing between the 

pro-Reform MEPs and the Council on the way the recommendations of citizens 

should be treated. The defenders of the citizen oriented model of the Conference are 

firm in their view that the recommendations should be the basis of the work. They 

should not be filtered and nobody among institutional representatives should decide 

which recommendation gets the „yes" nod, and which is rejected. They all should 

receive a serious treatment. From the very beginning the majority in the European 

Parliament saw potential filtering as a risk to the Conference. That would also have a 

potential of triggering the backlash from the citizens involved in the COFE work at 

this point, who believe in the idea and the concept of COFE as a refreshing model of 

how the EU could work. 

 

On yet another level, it is quite likely that there may not be unanimity in the Council 

as regards the final recommendations. This is why it is exceedingly important that 

there is a common position reached between the Parliament and the national 

parliaments. But will they see common responsibility here? There may be member 

states in the Council that will not accept the final results of COFE. 

 

It is already rather visible that there are differences within the EP delegation itself. An 

example can be the interpretation of recommendation 16 of Citizen Panel 2 

concerning the call for transnational lists. 
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On the citizens side, they proposed far reaching recommendations, some of which 

might require changes to treaties, that may lead to a wholesale overhaul of the 

institutional structure of the EU as it is now. 

A more general divergence between politicians and the citizens, concerns a 

philosophical and pragmatic relations between representative democracy and 

deliberative democracy. 

 

It is obvious that that representative democracy should not be replaced by the advent 

of the total citizen control. 

But deliberative democracy can play a fundamental role in strengthening the 

representative one, feeding the ideas and adding the credibility to the democratic 

process. 

 

It may be said, that if the representative democracy is the text, the deliberative 

democracy is the music that sets the tone and the ambience. 

This is why we should be opposing any effort to antagonize them, to set one against 

the other. It would derail the process of COFE if recommendations of the Citizens 

Panels were somehow seen as in need to be „amended" by the institutions. That 

would be disparagement of the Panels and the Citizens who took them not as just a 

preparatory stage for the politicians, but as a self-standing contribution that cannot be 

omitted in any way. 

 

Recognition of that fact, and being true to our initial commitment when setting up the 

Conference, is a matter of our credibility. 

Another potential cleavage is the already mentioned issue of the treaty change and 

of the reopening of the Constitutional process. 

 

When it comes to the potential treaty changes it has to be noted that the Conference 

is not technically a convention within the meaning of Article 48 TEU, required for 

deep reform, that is  modifying EU competences. But, taking into consideration the 

broad based Conference's composition, it does not differ greatly from that of a 

convention. And it certainly reinforces the conference's impact as a some sort of a 

vehicle for future reform. If enough political pressure is generated within the citizens' 

panels and the conference plenaries, the possibility of establishing such a 'reforming' 
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convention cannot be ruled out. In this vein, a change in approach will be necessary, 

whereby Treaty change will no longer be viewed as a taboo; particularly by the 

Council, the institution that has traditionally been reluctant to engage in such a 

discussion. 

We live in the institutional reality with the requirement to obtain unanimous approval 

by all Member States to reform a treaty. Some constitutional lawyers point to 

international organizations which are much less integrated than the EU, but still allow 

their constituting treaties to be changed with a super-majority vote. An example here 

can be the United Nations allowing its Charter to be amended by a vote of two-thirds 

of the members of the General Assembly provided changes are ratified in 

accordance with their constitutional requirements by two-thirds of its members, 

including all the five permanent members of the Security Council. 

 

We can thus raise the question: why should EU be erecting stronger barriers against 

potential reform than other  international organizations that are much less integrated, 

and where integration is not a goal at all? The EU is well above and beyond that 

„basic” form of international organization, where only „cooperation” is their raison 

d’etre. EU’s basis is a „comity" of member states, not just „cooperation". And the 

approach to the treaty change should reflect that closeness. 

 

Professor Federico Fabbrini reminds us that in the run-up to the Treaty establishing a 

European Constitution there was a proposal to replace unanimity with a super-

majority vote of five sixths of Member States as the rule for the entry into force of the 

reform treaty. Ultimately the Convention did not consider this option. Still you could 

find it in the Commission preliminary draft Constitution of the European Union known 

as the Penelope project. 

 

Sometimes it is worthy to look into our own tradition as the EU. We have our own 

history to which we can refer, so that some ideas of reforming the treaty do not seem 

as outlandish, as some would want to present it. 

 

Also, the unused potential of the Treaties in several fields can be further explored , 

from overcoming unanimity through qualified majority voting, using passerelle 

clauses to strengthen the EU dimension of European elections, or improving 
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decision-making on the common foreign and security policy. In this respect, 

Parliament has already contributed in 2017 with resolutions on several Constitutional 

Affairs Committee reports offering a useful starting point for further reflection on EU 

reforms. 

 

Reopening of the process toward "constitutionalization", that citizens explicitly 

endorse should be perceived not as an element of dichotomy EU versus member 

states but as a pragmatic way of safeguarding shared values regarding democracy 

and human rights , and as an instrument to make sure that they are cherished and 

implemented equally across all member states. This is how the citizens see it. 

We should not be afraid to say loudly that the Conference may be the „window of 

opportunity" for creating a „constitutional momentum". Art. 48 can be treated as a 

useful, elastic instrument, not as an impediment to change. Part of Point 3 can be an 

entry point for citizens involvement. 

 

We have to be aware that the treaty making has in recent years become a much 

more dynamic political process. They are not seen as some God's decrees from 

above, prepared by some "wise men" (and sometimes women). As noted in 2018 

book of Dermot Hodson and Imelda Maher, „The Transformation of EU Treaty 

Making: The Rise of Parliaments, Referendums and Courts since 1950 ",„national 

parliaments, courts and the people through referenda have become ever more 

important actors in the process of national ratification of EU Treaties". 

 

There is no reason not to accept the COFE process as a transnational, forward-

looking engagement of citizens as leading to creation of European demos at some 

point. 

And there is , of course, a citizens' recommendation to make the Citizen's 

Assemblies a permanent and regular feature in the life of the Union, which should be 

supported by all three institutions as an expression of making a Citizen Union our 

priority. 

 

Citizens need Europe, care about it and want a Europe that is not just a simple 

continuation of what it is now. 
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They want a Europe that is courageous enough to change its structures in a bold 

way, if this make it stronger, more democratic and able to exercise a responsibility on 

a global scale, for the good of the people in Europe and in the world. 

We cannot flinch from that challenge. Our responsibility is to take it up in a 

transparent, inclusive and bold way. 

 


