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On 22 March, Group III of the European Economic and Social Committee held an extraordinary meeting on 
“What are the prospects for participatory democracy in Europe?” 
 
Over the past 12 years the EESC has made significant progress regarding the definition of European civil 
dialogue and its complementary role in relation to social dialogue and to representative democracy.  Social 
dialogue is a mechanism with quasi-constitutional status, its participants, powers and procedures are clearly 
defined; civil dialogue meanwhile is a democratic and public opinion-forming process, that can take various 
forms depending on the actors involved. The EESC has agreed on a definition of actors and partners, concepts 
including participative governance, reaffirmed the principle of subsidiarity at the European level, worked on 
the nodes of the representativity of civil society organisations taking part in horizontal, vertical and sectorial 
civil dialogue, and the developments and prospects for EU consultation.  We have clearly and undoubtedly 
contributed to the definitive institutional achievements reached by Article 11 of the Lisbon Treaty. All this can 
be found in the Compendium elaborated by Group III entitled "Participative democracy: a retrospective 
overview of the story written by the EESC"1. 
 
Growing mistrust between European citizens and the EU institutions is well documented.  The EESC 
addresses this mistrust by providing an essential bridge between Europe and its citizens: it “consists of 
representatives of organisations of employers, of the employed, and of other parties representative of civil 

society, notably in socioeconomic, civic, professional and cultural areas (art. 300.2 of the TFEU”).  The 
EESC is aware that it only partially reflects the diversity and developments covered by the term «organised 
civil society», and so it has taken initiatives and implemented reforms to ensure as broad a representation as 
possible of organised civil society, adopting a pragmatic, nonexclusive approach, while gradually structuring 
its relations with European organised civil society.   
 
Article 11 of the Lisbon Treaty,2 entered into force in December 2009, gives formal recognition to the role of 
participatory democracy (civil dialogue, consultation, European citizens' initiative) as a tool for completion 
and modernisation of the European model of democracy, which it extends and strengthens 
 
Obviously, however, as demonstrated by the demands of civil society organisations and the Committee itself, 
the journey must continue and we must work for an accelerated and tangible implementation of Article 11 of 
the Lisbon Treaty.  The history of the EESC has taught us that, to create and implement new and effective 
structures for dialogue, you need sound organisation, institutional continuity and permanent structures.  
 
The tumultuous events occurring in the Mediterranean region make clear the vital role that civil society should 
play in the processes of democratisation and clarifies the challenge for Europe in adopting concrete tools and 
making adequate investments, to strengthen the infrastructure of democracies. 
 
Group III strongly believes that the dynamics generated by the new Lisbon Treaty, as well as the range of 
issues and priorities that are now on the European Union's agenda, require a strong and convinced revival of 
the Community method.  This can only occur through its profound renewal as well as through a new era of 
direct engagement of civil society, which focuses on enhancing the European identity and generating interest 
among citizens, making the immense costs of "non-Europe" more evident to everybody. 

                                                      
1   http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.fr.events-and-activities-participatory-democracy-prospects-compend  

2  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. (4). Not less than one million citizens who are nationals 

of a significant number of Member States may take the initiative of inviting 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 
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This “Roadmap for Participatory Democracy” identifies the work that needs to be done to put civil dialogue 
and participatory democracy into practice.  We believe that the EESC is still an undoubted and highly 
experienced keystone of this process.  Below is a list of proposals, which have been agreed upon as actions at 
the meeting. Now, a clear timelines must be allocated for delivery.  

 
Proposals for the EESC 
Group III proposes to raise the profile of the EESC work in this area by:  

• Proposing an Own Initiative Opinion that will set out the pre-conditions necessary for civil dialogue. 

• Undertaking Own Initiative Opinions following-up the past Opinions on the various aspects of civil 
dialogue and Article 11 as a proactive input to the EU Institutions and national level decision makers. 

• Establishing a subcommittee to work in cooperation with other institutions and civil society 
organisations to prepare a preliminary framework for a Green Paper on the practical implementation 
of civil dialogue. 

• Discussing and developing an approach of joint work on this subject within the three Groups. 

• Developing and promoting the use of social networking to encourage a wider participation and 
engagement in the deliberations of the EESC. 

• Investigating the feasibility of providing live-streams of EESC meetings with live-chat possibilities to 
bring in wider experience. 

• Building a structured space for a broader horizontal civil dialogue, a "European Public Space for 
European civil dialogue", in which all the institutions participate.  

• Undertaking a systematic evaluation of the EESC activities, both as an advisory body and of its 
members, to engage civil society representatives to identify best practices and gaps. 

• Facilitating the exchange among members to collect and build on from their best practices, tools and 
mechanisms for civil dialogue.  

• Strengthening the work of the “EESC Liaison group with European civil society organisations and 
networks” and reach out to other European Civil Society actors.   

• Exploring the possibility to build on existing civil dialogue initiatives such as The Council of Europe, 
Code of Good Practice for Civil Participation in the Decision-Making Process and other 
complementary initiatives.3  The resources available in the EESC Liaison Group could be a key 
support in such work by the Committee. 

• Disseminating and encouraging civil society organisations to utilise opportunities through the 
European Citizens' Initiative that will enter into force on 1 April 2012.  

• Working with the national economic and social committees and similar member state structures to 
share expertise and support capacity building.  

                                                      
3  http://www.coe.int/t/ngo/code_good_prac_en.asp 
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• Cooperating with the EU Institutions in setting the agenda for the legal implementation of the 
European Statutes for Associations, Cooperatives, Foundations and Mutualities.  

• Ensuring that this Roadmap and future work in this area remains on the agenda of Group III and the 
Committee. 

 
Proposals for the EU and Member States 
Group III encourages the EESC to:  

• Call for the Commission to develop a Green Paper in close cooperation with civil society 
organisations on Article 11, Part 1 and 2 namely “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. The institutions shall maintain an open, transparent and regular 
dialogue with representative associations and civil society." Transition mechanisms should be 
developed for immediate improvements in the defined areas. 

• Call on the Commission, together with the EESC, to make a comprehensive inventory of existing civil 
dialogue mechanisms in all EU institutions and bodies to evaluate these mechanisms including 
identifying the gaps.   

• Work towards increased transparency by evaluating the transparency initiative and especially the 
register for NGOs to ensure it is meeting its objectives and does not hinder involvement by civil 
society actors in the EU policy process. 

• Call for an increased transparency in the setting up and working of the consultative committees and 
high level groups created by all EU Institutions.  

• Call on the institutions to ensure that civil dialogue and intent in Article 11 and Article 13 must be 
considered in the EU2020 flagship initiatives and other on-going policy initiatives. 

• Map out the practices at national level, drawing lessons from these in order to develop them further at 
the EU level.  This work could be coupled with the further work on representativeness and legitimacy, 
which are common areas of interest across most EU Member States. 

• Stress the urgent need to put in place innovative ways to increase civil dialogue, that it is implemented 
at all levels as citizens and civil society organisations are affected by all priorities in the European 
Union.   

• Encourage the EU institution’s continued cooperation with national and European civil society 
organisations through activities such as the "European Years", EU Presidency events for civil society 
and initiatives carried out by the Committee with national ESCs and other similar structures. 

• Stress the need to continue with and improve the EP Agora initiative, for example by tying the Agora 
to the current European Year. 

• Identify ways to improve civil society involvement in the work of the Council, both at EU and 
national levels 

• Call for initiatives from the EU institutions to support a sustainable civil society in Europe through 
providing the necessary infrastructure such as sustainable financial support.  


