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Agenda item 10

Democracy and digitalisation, with Brando Benifei, Member of the European Parliament, Co-rapporteur on the Artificial Intelligence Act; Iverna McGowan, Advisor on Technology and Human Rights at the Office of the UN Deputy High Commissioner for Human Rights; Udbhav Tiwari, Vice-President for Strategy and Global Affairs at Signal Foundation; Marthe Nagels, Head of Participatory Democracy at Make.org; and Alina Radu, Director of the investigative newspaper Ziarul de Gardă in the Republic of Moldova
 




EESC President Oliver Röpke asked the Committee to turn to agenda item 10 – the debate on democracy and digitalisation. 

Mr Röpke opened the debate by highlighting the EESC’s extensive expertise on democracy and digitalisation, built over numerous discussions. He noted the relevance of this work to the broader context of the evolving geopolitical context.

Iverna McGowan, Advisor on Technology and Human Rights at the Office of the UN Deputy High Commissioner for Human Rights, stressed that democracy requires equality before the law, especially in the age of Artificial Intelligence (AI). She warned against the temptation of deregulating technology as, without oversight, AI could reinforce discrimination. She noted that AI influences real-life decisions in areas like asylum, employment, and political participation. Ms McGowan supported fundamental rights impact assessments for the implementation of the AI Act and the related code of conduct. She also highlighted the power of platforms in shaping public debate and welcomed the EU’s Digital Services Act (DSA) for focusing on processes and transparency, rather than content aspects. She rejected the notion that regulation hinders innovation, warning that deregulation risks human rights. On surveillance, Ms McGowan criticised the lack of follow-up to European Parliament investigations on spyware like Pegasus, which continue to be used to target journalists and civil society, despite clear proofs that they violate international human rights law. Ms McGowan reiterated the UN’s call for a global moratorium on spyware until proper regulations are adopted.

Udbhav Tiwari, Vice-President for Strategy and Global Affairs at the Signal Foundation, emphasised that privacy is a basic right and essential to dignity. Even though the European Court of Human Rights recently affirmed the right to encryption, this principle is under threat. For example, legislative proposals targeting child abuse or drug crime seek to allow access to encrypted data. Mr Tiwari called for long-term EU support for non-profit platforms like Signal and Mastodon, which promote secure, open alternatives to dominant tech firms. He urged investment in open standards and support models like Germany’s Sovereign Tech Agency across the EU. To Mr Tiwari, the EU must reject mass surveillance, mandate security by design, and ensure accountability for exploitative practices – whether spyware or state-backed hacking. Underlying that there can be no real security without privacy, Mr Tiwari argued that the EU is well-positioned to lead on digital rights, but must improve its response to avoid corporate dominance and protect core freedoms.

Marthe Nagels, Head of Participatory Democracy at Make.org, considered that technology must serve democracy and not the other way around. Make.org enables mass civic participation, showing AI’s potential for inclusive engagement. But risks loom as disinformation spreads faster than truth, boosted by algorithms and deepfakes. Ms Nagels cited foreign interference in Romania, Germany, Slovakia, and France as threats to election integrity. Ahead of the 2024 EU elections, Make.org proposed a ‘Democratic Shield’, with concrete proposals of which may be included in the Commission’s upcoming plans for a ‘Democracy Shield’. Ms Nagels stressed the need not only to protect democracy, but to actually redesign it to make it fit for the digital age. AI can help in that regard, by simplifying debates, detecting fake news, and facilitating consensus – but only if designed to reflect diverse voices. Badly built tools risk reinforcing bias and amplifying only the loudest contributors. Make.org launched the ‘AI for Democratic Commons Research Programme’ and co-founded the ‘Worldwide Alliance for AI and Democracy’, aiming to protect elections, redesign democratic participation, and build societal resilience. 

Alina Radu, Director of Ziarul de Gardă in Moldova, said that access to safe information should be treated in the same way as access to safe food – as a human right. In Moldova, disinformation dominates digital space, much of it linked to Russian troll farms. Ms Radu’s investigative team revealed how citizens are paid via sanctioned Russian banks to spread anti-EU messages and participate in staged protests. While digital tools opened new space for free speech in post-Soviet Moldova, Russia has used them to manipulate public opinion. Moldova’s situation matters for Europe – most citizens support an EU future, while Russian digital influence could threaten regional security and Ukraine’s independence. Ms Radu stressed that education and media literacy are key but lag behind the speed of disinformation. She called for more EU attention and support, warning that if Moldova’s information space becomes fully captured, the broader European project is at risk as EU Member States would be the next targets.

A debate followed with EESC members:

Paul Rübig (AT-I) raised concerns over data ownership and profits, calling for automatic protection by default, tougher penalties for breaches, and taxation or tariffs when EU citizens’ data is transferred abroad.

Dumitru Fornea (RO-II) stressed the EU’s lack of advanced tools to counter spyware like Pegasus, urging better preparation against a global market where top hackers sell exploits to the highest bidder.

Pietro Vittorio Barbieri (IT-III) called for support to EU digital champions, like Airbus in the plane industry, to ensure tech benefits citizens, supports democracy, and reduces disintermediation. He hoped that the announced civil society platform would be key to concretely implementing Article 11 TEU.

Jacek Krawczyk (PL-I) warned that hostile actors exploit AI and tech to attack democracy, urging stronger EU-level decisions, common tools, and resources to respond effectively to coordinated digital threats.

Franca Salis-Madinier (FR-II) described the digital arena as a war zone, with actors like Trump and Putin attacking EU democracy through emotional manipulation, calling for sovereign, rights-respecting digital tools.

Elena-Alexandra Calistru (RO-III) warned that election interference undermines trust in democracy, citing Russian actions and urging safeguards based on lessons from Moldova and Romania to protect elections in the EU.

Giulia Barbucci (IT-II) highlighted global tech competition as a geopolitical threat, deepening inequality and eroding democracy, and called for a cohesive, rules-based EU response to bridge the digital divide.

Juliane Marie Neiiendam (DK-III) stressed the democratic risks of poor digital skills, disinformation, and foreign interference, emphasising digital literacy, full DSA enforcement with sanctions, and closing the digital divide.

In conclusion, Ms Radu stressed the need for EU support and mediation to enable dialogue with platforms in smaller countries like Moldova. She noted daily online threats and called for stronger protection against digital crimes, learning from EU practices.

Ms Nagels posed the key question of ‘who influences whom?’. She warned that AI is currently not designed for the public good and must be shaped – not just supervised. She called for real-time AI detectors and verification platforms to counter election manipulation.

Mr Tiwari emphasised the role of secure infrastructure in resilience, citing the 2024 ‘salt typhoon’ attack on U.S. communication providers as a warning. He urged stronger regulatory frameworks to protect critical systems.

Ms McGowan highlighted end-to-end encryption as vital to democracy, reaffirming the EU’s leadership on privacy. She welcomed the DSA’s support for data access by researchers, stressing the need for evidence-based policy. She added that AI Act implementation must guard against discrimination.

The president then gave the floor to Mr Brando Benifei, Member of the European Parliament and Co-rapporteur on the Artificial Intelligence Act. Mr Benifei stressed the importance of principles like transparency, combating disinformation, and preventing market concentration. These principles are increasingly challenged by claims that regulation threatens free speech or trade secrets. However, the real aim behind regulation is to curb profit-driven dominance and protect the public interest. The AI Act introduces tools to ensure transparency, including disclosure of synthetic content such as deepfakes, while also safeguarding democracy and fair competition. Mr Benifei warned that allowing a few players to control data would undermine both rights and free market competition. Implementation remains a major concern, with some forces seeking to weaken enforcement and the risk of fragmented national approaches. He highlighted the need to raise public understanding of why regulation is necessary and why markets alone cannot be trusted to self-regulate. Without rules, the most vulnerable will suffer most. Civil society, economic actors, and social partners all have a role to play. For Mr Benifei, regulating AI through a public interest lens is key to preserving democracy, reducing inequality, and defending European values.

Mr Röpke concluded by emphasizing that technology is neither value- nor gender-neutral. He urged a balanced view of risks and opportunities, stressing that the DSA and DMA could be historic milestones – if fully implemented across the EU with broad support.

_____________
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