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What is needed now, in light of citizens voicing their views on the future of Europe, is 

the recalibration of our thinking about democracy. It is true that Europe is a 

representative democracy. But we can see that relying exclusively on representative 

democracy has not filled the gaps in what we call the democratic deficit. This deficit is 

most visible at the nexus where people’s expectations and the existing practices of 

European institutions meet. 

Representative democracy in the European context needs to be – and can be – 

strengthened through the direct involvement of citizens, through the stronger 

attachment of citizens to Europe, and through their feeling of ownership of the 

Union.  It can only be strengthened by deliberative agora-esque democracy that the 

Conference on the Future of Europe (CoFoE) is a prime example of now. 

Deliberative democracy should be seen as feeding the ideas and adding to the 

credibility of the democratic process, and not as a threat, as some politicians who are 

used to the old ways tend to think. Deliberative democracy is not a competitor, but a 

friend of representative democracy. It may be said that, if representative democracy 

is the text, deliberative democracy is the music that sets the tone and the ambience. 
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In one of the most essential recommendations that came from the Citizens’ Panels, it 

is stated unequivocally that the Citizens’ Assemblies should become a structural part 

of the Union. We need to read this text  very carefully, for every word has its weight 

here: 

“We recommend that the European Union holds Citizens’ Assemblies. We strongly 

recommend that they are developed through a legally binding and compulsory law or 

regulation. The Citizens’ Assemblies should be held every 12-18 months… The EU 

must ensure the commitment of politicians to citizens’ decisions taken in Citizens’ 

assemblies. In case citizens’ proposals are ignored or explicitly rejected, EU 

institutions must be accountable… justifying the reasons why this decision was 

made”. 

There is no equivocation here, no double talk, that could be susceptible to various 

interpretations. The words are very straightforward and very brave. This 

recommendation, if enacted, has the potential to bring a real change to how the EU 

will become really not only citizen-oriented, but citizen-directed and citizen-owned. 

I think that, in general, the Citizens Panels output thus far supports the observation of 

Alberto Alemanno that “The Conference on the Future of Europe marks the first 

explicit admission that citizens – not the Member States or the EU institutions  - are 

the EU’s ultimate source of authority and legitimacy.” The Conference, and especially 

the panels, have awakened a dormant potential among the people – the appetite to 

really have a say on the crucial issues in European affairs. 

And it is quite obvious that the more the citizens taste the power of their engagement 

during Citizen Panels, the more involvement they want. 

And CoFoE – which we may not fully appreciate yet – is a certain “rite of passage” to 

a new form of the EU. We should draw appropriate conclusions from this 

development. Thus, we should not give in to the temptation to discontinue the 

Conference after it officially ends in the months to come, but rather we should 

seriously commit ourselves to make the Citizens’ Assembly a permanent mechanism 

in the structure of EU decision making. 



3 
 

Perhaps it should, at some point, be given a co-equal standing to the European 

Council? For we can see how easily the Council can become a “being unto itself” – a 

self-referencing body – with only a tenuous link to representing the interests of 

citizens. One day it may be seen both as a challenge and an opportunity to make the 

EU’s leadership closer to real issues that citizens care about. 

 


