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The EESC’s Civil Society Media Seminar (CSMS) is an event mainly 

directed to journalists, communications and media experts and press 

officers from civil society organisations representing employers, 

workers and other social, occupational, economic and cultural 

organisations across Europe.

Every year, the Civil Society Media Seminar focuses on a topic that 

has captured the attention of European media in the run-up to the 

seminar and engages journalists, academics, experts and civil society 

in debate. 
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Dear readers,

This brochure brings you what we consider to be the highlights and the main findings of the EESC’s Civil Society Media Seminar 
2019. We hope you will find its contents and insights interesting. For those of you who participated in the seminar it will 
hopefully provide a useful reminder of the event.

Among the wealth of input and ideas shared by our panellists and participants to help identify the obstacles and ensure that 
civil society and its aspirations are really at the centre of the European project, I would like to single out three topics that came 
up across several panels, which can be boiled down to the following suggestions to EU policymakers:

•  Get your policies, particularly social policy, right;
•  Update your narrative to justify your existence in a changed world;
•  Make sure the media have the resources, the skills, the information and the freedom to cover you properly.

As always, all this is easier said than done, which is why we are hoping that this brochure will spark a conversation within civil 
society and between civil society and policy makers and inspire new initiatives and ideas for solutions to the challenges that 
have been flagged up.

We are confident that the new Commission, which is taking office as I write these words, will address the issues brought to the 
fore by our speakers and participants, including students. The latter’s stand is clear: the world is their stage, climate change 
their rallying call. But there are plenty of global issues to attend to. As one of our speakers eloquently said at the seminar, “if 
we had not created the European Union during the previous century to end the wars in our continent, we would have had to 
create it now to confront all the challenges we are currently facing.” 

I will also take this opportunity to thank everyone once again for their contributions and to wish you interesting reading.
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Programme overview
Thursday, 10 October 2019

Day 1

Welcome session

Panel 1: 
Europe equals hope – Sixty years of achievements and the way forward
Discussion

Panel 2: 
Together for Europe - Joining forces to make Europe a lasting success
Discussion

Friday, 11 October 2019

Day 2

Panel 3 – Democracy brings us together - How to reinforce trust in the EU through transparency, 
ethics in politics and respect for European values
Discussion

Close
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Main findings
• There has been a tendency to blame many of the EU’s failures on poor communication. However, no 

amount of communication can make up for the shortcomings of policy. In particular, many people 
have lost faith in Europe as a result of the austerity policies introduced in response to the economic and 
financial crisis. These policies need to change for ordinary people to regain trust in the EU. 

• The media, civil society and politicians could and should do more to explain to the public the major 
societal changes we are going through and prepare people for them. This would help allay the insecurity 
generated by such changes, which has triggered the rise of right-wing populism, and prevent this from 
gaining ever-increasing traction in the years to come. 

• The high turnout among young people at the 2019 European elections was a message of hope in the future 
of the European Union. The EU must continue to engage with those young people and shape policies 
that respond to their needs and expectations if it wants to keep their support. 

• The EU must construct a narrative that connects with the new generation and justifies a vital role for 
Europe in the world. It is essential to have young people behind the European Union because they have 
the power to drive change. Climate change and gender equality are two post-ideological, cross-party 
causes that have been able to draw young people out of political apathy, and where the EU has the 
credentials to become a global champion. 

• Good journalism that explains and analyses major phenomena to the public – whether it is the way 
the EU works, Europe’s different cultures, major societal changes, criminal networks, or by simply giving 
the whole picture – is something we collectively need, and which, in the future, should perhaps be 
considered a public good. If the market is not willing to pay for it, we need to find models for funding it 
while preserving its independence. 

• In a general context of disinformation, the pressures journalists now work under lead them to neglect fact-
checking. This is not helpful for the EU in the current climate. It is therefore vital that journalism schools 
insist on the importance of fact-checking as a journalist’s essential duty and responsibility. Among 
other things, this should help counter the blame game that has damaged public opinion about the EU. 

• The increasing threats against journalists across Europe in the last few years call for action at EU 
level to protect press freedom in Europe and prevent its deterioration. The inclusion of the fight against 
disinformation and the defence of media pluralism among Commissioner Jourová’s leading priorities is a 
welcome first step in the right direction, hopefully leading to measures being taken in the near future. 

• The recent emergence of formal and informal networks of journalists working together across 
borders, initially only to carry out investigations, but increasingly to cover more general topics, is a welcome 
trend. This could help overcome the long-standing problem of how to spark a Europe-wide public 
debate among countries with different languages and journalistic cultures. The main hurdle is the lack of a 
viable business model to ensure funding. 
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The EU is (for) you 

The choice of Malaga University as a venue for the EESC’s 
13th Civil Society Media Seminar reflects the twin desires 
to bring Europe closer to its people and to shape the EU in 
partnership with its youth.

Malaga is not an obvious choice. It is a long way from 
Brussels, somewhat in the periphery of the EU. It is neither 
a capital nor a major city, but it is a vibrant city with a rich 
history and an active economic and cultural life, a major 
tourist destination and a community with an open outlook. 
A city that bears tangible signs of the EU’s contribution to 
its economic and social development – but also to the 
well-being of its inhabitants - in the plaques on public 
buildings that give credit to the cohesion funds.

Above all, Malaga hosts a young but dynamic and inclusive 
public university which is a major campus of excellence 
in the field of technology and has partnerships with 150 
companies. It also hosts a faculty of communication and 
journalism. Some if its students are actually participating 
in our seminar. These students will soon be professionals 
who will be talking, writing and communicating about 
Europe in the media.

I am convinced that it is our responsibility to 
motivate young people, not just to seek their passive 
support but also to give them opportunities and channels 
for active participation. It is our duty to encourage them 
to get involved in political discussions. They must be given  
a chance to create their own vision of the EU. 

Young people have never experienced war first hand. They 
do not have a clue of what desolation in Europe was like 
the day after the Second World War. Today it is their turn to 
imagine and create their own Europe, and we must listen 
to what they have to say. 

The EU is (for) you is meant to convey all this. That Europe 
is neither Brussels nor an abstract concept. It is not 
something distant. Today the EU is coming to you, talking 
and listening to you, young people, ordinary citizens and 
especially civil society organisations, to discuss, exchange 
views and build this common project.

Opening session

“I am convinced that it is our responsibility 
to motivate young people, not just to seek 
their passive support but also to give them 
opportunities and channels for active 
participation”

Isabel Caño Aguilar
EESC Vice-President for Communication
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José Ángel Narváez Bueno 
Chancellor of the University of Malaga

Don’t keep young people 
waiting – involve them in 
shaping Europe from now on

Thank you for choosing a public university for this event. 
Public universities are hubs of peace, critical thinking and 
intellectual freedom. They do not just train professionals, 
but shape citizens’ values through education, the only tool 
that is really capable of transforming society. 

Public universities are also hubs of integration and 
inclusion – two areas which are fraught with challenges 
that are not going away. Migration has been mentioned, 
but there are many others, just think of gender violence 
and the presence of women in society.

Thank you for choosing a university altogether, because 
sometimes we talk about the young as if they were 
bystanders that should just watch and wait for their time 
to come. But young people are part of Europe, they are the 
ones who have the creativity to transform the world and 
build a new Union. 

Europe is not just the economy, or government or 
parliament, but civil society as a whole, including its youth. 
European institutions should be more in touch with young 
people and listen to them more. We should give them 
their rightful place. There will be no more Europe if we do 
not focus on the Europe of people, if we are not capable 
of creating, with young people, the Europe of civil society. 
That is the most important Europe we can have.

We must not forget that one of the EU’s greatest 
achievements is Erasmus, which has allowed our youth to 
live and study in other European countries and in this way 
strengthened Europe to an extent we cannot event begin 
to imagine. 

Therefore we open our doors and offer our halls to you 
today so that you can exchange ideas, because we have 
to understand what needs to be done to ensure Europe a 
bright future. 

 “Sometimes young people are regarded as 
bystanders that should just watch and wait 
for their time to come. But young people 
are part of Europe, they are the ones who 
have the creativity to transform the world 
and build a new Union"
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The history of the European 
Union should be taught in 
school 

The history of the European Union should be taught in 
school. It is the story of a bold project and a beautiful 
blending which has come to unite 500 million people: 
It has changed a continent that had been the breeding 
ground of two world wars into an area of peace and 
progress, human rights, democracy and solidarity. A union 
that welcomed back its Eastern European brothers and 
sisters emerging from the Cold War, eager to join this 
family of democratic nations. 

We need to reflect on the dark days of totalitarian regimes 
in the 1930s and 40s, whose repetition the European Union 
was designed to avoid. At the same time, we must leave 
those dark times behind us and preserve the Europe we 
have built, where human rights are better protected than 
anywhere else in the world. This is a wonderful strength 
that must be shared.

In the recent European elections, we have seen a victory of 
those who want more rather than less Europe. Of course 
the issue now is to know whether the European Parliament 
and all the different EU institutions and bodies will 
together be able to achieve results where it really helps. 
As you all know, to achieve these objectives we need to 
be absolutely focused on sustainable development, which 
needs to be at the heart of all of our policies. 

Europe must now embrace the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), strive for them and be a 
pioneer on this new path, while also facing the challenge 
of migration. One way to do this is to be more proactive in 
collaborative development, where everyone should lend 
a hand – not just the European Union, not just national 
governments, not just regional and local powers, but civil 
society itself, with safe and efficient Non-Governmental 
Organisations (NGOs) making good use of funds, and 
where the recipient governments that are transparent, 
efficient, ethical and democratic.  

Europe should be a source of hope for us all. We should 
not expect everything to be done in Brussels, but we must 
think of what we can do ourselves to make our political, 
social and economic vision of Europe come true.

“The history of the European Union should 
be taught in school. It is the story of a bold 
project and a beautiful blending. It has 
changed a continent that had been the 
breeding ground of two world wars into an 
area of peace and progress, human rights, 
democracy and solidarity"

Francisco de la Torre Prados 
Mayor of Malaga
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Maria Andrés Marin 
Head of the European Parliament’s 
Liaison Office in Spain

What the European elections 
have taught us

The European Parliament’s strategy for the elections of  
26 May 2019 was (a) to focus on mobilising youth and 
(b) to shift public debate in Member States away from 
domestic policies towards the candidates, raising the 
profile of those running for the top jobs. 

#ThisTimeImVoting managed to get 300 000 young 
people to register in its virtual community. The campaign 
had an impact in showing that European elections are not 
second-class elections, but important events where a lot 
is at stake. The general turnout increased significantly in  
20 of the 28 Member States, going from 42% to 51%. 
Youth turnout jumped from 28% to 42%.

Populists increased their presence from 20% to 25%, 
but did not reach the one third of seats needed to block 
initiatives, nor are they united. Still, they received the 
most votes in countries like France, did well in Poland and 
Hungary and won a landslide in Italy, where surveys show 
only 49% of people would vote to remain if there were to 
be a membership referendum. 

To counter their rise, it is important to understand how 
they pass on their messages and build their narratives. 
They blame the EU for many things: for what they see 
as the negative impacts of globalisation – job losses, 
unemployment, delocalisation, the ever greater diversity 
of our neighbourhoods and the growing number of 
women wearing a veil. They provide simplistic answers to 
complex problems, do not care about the truth and use 
social media to polarise society and turn people against 
each other.

What messages do we need to counter them? 

First, we need concrete actions to solve people’s problems. 
We also need to help people understand what happens in 
Brussels– how a decision is made, who made it, why they 
made it and what it means. 

Second, we must not let populist anti-European parties set 
the agenda. 

We need to come up with messages that will touch young 
people. The old arguments – peace, security, democracy 
– no longer resonate with people who were born in 
democratic systems. 

We also need to convey that the EU is not to blame for 
globalisation. On the contrary, it is a protective umbrella – 
a system that enables us to defend our rights, values and 
interests. When the UK leaves the EU, will it stop existing 
in a globalised world? Will it stop feeling the impact of 
globalisation? Will it have better standards for product 
quality, better working conditions, better citizen rights? 
The European Union is a shield against all these threats. 

“When the UK leaves the EU, will it stop 
existing in a globalised world? Will it stop 
feeling the impact of globalisation? Will 
it have better product quality standards, 
better working conditions, better citizen 
rights? The EU is a shield against these 
threats"
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The three panel moderators, clockwise from the top: José Manuel Sanz (panel 3), 
Jorge Valero (panel 2) and Maroun Labraki (panel 1)
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A narrative for the 21st 
century should make Europe 
the global champion of 
climate action and gender 
equality
Public institutions exist because citizens consider 
them to be useful for society. It is in our interest, 
as communication professionals, to build strong, 
legitimate institutions supported by the public. It is 
therefore extremely important for the European Union 
to track citizen support and learn how to become an 
institution that citizens feel is their own. 

In recent years, the debate surrounding the EU has 
been monopolised by debates over restoring national 
sovereignty, bureaucracy and the distance between 
institutions and citizens, the cost of running the EU or 
its distribution of power. It is within such a context that 
the political parties who oppose the EU would like to 
frame the debate. 

What does a political leader of a Member State who 
promises to take back control of national sovereignty 
or withdraw from the euro have in common with a 
leader of a non-EU country who supports them? Both 
aim to do away with a key international player capable 
of facing up to the big powers and defending the

 values of liberal democracies that provide the greatest 
protection for human rights and freedoms anywhere 
on the planet. This is what the EU is and what we 
Europeans must defend. 

The European Union has a great opportunity to 
demonstrate the power of unity. The challenges of 
the 21st century are all global. If we had not created 
the European Union during the previous century to 
end the wars on our continent, we would have had 
to create it now to confront all the challenges we are 
currently facing. 

However, we must be self-critical and acknowledge 
that the parties and nations which founded the EU have 
forgotten that a narrative which justifies the existence 
of the EU is just as important as the institution itself. 
It is time to endow the EU with a narrative that has a 
significant meaning in the new political realities of our 
generation and justifies its vital role in the world. 

It is essential to have young people on board, because 
they have the power to drive change. For this, it seems 
that gender equality and climate change are two post-
ideological, cross-party causes that have been able to 
draw young people out of political apathy. 

The global “#MeToo” movement mobilised people 
from across the world demanding a formal right which 
already exists in liberal democracies. However, there 
is a long way to go in order to achieve real gender 
equality. Steps such as those taken by the European 
Union – the Union’s executive bodies will be presided 
over by a woman and other offices will enjoy a gender 

Verónica Fumanal  
President of the Association of Political 
Communication (ACOP), Spain

Keynote speaker
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balance – represent considerable progress, enabling it to 
continue to act as an international benchmark for citizens’ 
rights. 

“Fridays for future” has become the trademark of children 
and young people who, despite not being old enough to 
vote, have decided to put themselves at the forefront of 
politics to demand that their representatives look after 
the planet, which belongs to children as much as it does 
to adults. The EU legislation to reduce single-use plastics 
by 2021, adopted by a quasi-majority, and the recycling 
policies for 2029 are important step. But if the EU wants to 
be the voice of all these children, today and in the future, 
it must be brave and make promises not only within its 
own borders, but on an international scale, as a leader of 
change. 

Female leadership within the EU and legislation against 
pollution are significant, but they are not sufficient. 
Citizens are demanding more and more from their 
governments and institutions, and at times conflict arises 
between what is desirable and what is possible. 
Those of us who work in politics know that everything 
is slower, more difficult and more complicated than we 
would like. That any policy, however benign or simple it 
may seem, produces collateral effects that could lead to 
potential conflicts between the rights of different citizens. 
So the only way to reinstate trust in the institutions is to 
maintain a fluid, two-way communication, which picks 
out citizens’ demands and develops policies to not only 
transform their lives but also communicate a relatable, 
coherent narrative to legitimise the existence of the 
institutions. I believe that this is a key challenge for the 
European Union.

 “If we had not created the European Union 
during the previous century to end the wars 
on our continent, we would have had to 
create it now to confront all the challenges 
we are currently facing”
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Jacek Krawczyk
President of the EESC Employers’ Group

Panel 1

Introduction

The vast power of hope
My remarks are based on personal experience. When we 
had the first partly democratic elections in Poland in 1989, I 
was only just 18. If anyone had told my schoolmates, back in 
1987, that the Soviet Union would collapse two years later, 
we would have laughed at them. It seemed inconceivable. 
We went to those elections based on an agreement with 
the communist regime, and civil society obtained as much 
as it possibly could under the agreement: almost half of 
the lower house and all the senate seats were won by the 
opposition. Nobody saw that coming. 

There were probably 200 000 Soviet troops stationed 
in Poland at the time, but people still voted against the 
regime. This set the mood and triggered a chain reaction 
across Eastern Europe which brought about the collapse 
of the Berlin Wall, the Velvet Revolutions and other mainly 
peaceful uprisings. 
Everywhere, people were fighting against something that 
seemed very powerful and almost impossible to change, 
after the brutal crushing of the Budapest uprising in 1956, 
the Prague spring in 1968 and the Solidarność movement 
in Gdansk in 1980. In the end, freedom came without 
bloodshed and people took their destiny into their own 
hands without fear of the consequences. 

Why am I saying this? Because I think that the whole 
movement was driven by immense hope. It was a 
generation that was emboldened by hope, challenging 
virtually everything in the world around them. 
Hope on this scale can spread like a disease across 
society and accomplish great things. On the other hand,  
a bureaucratic, procedural approach – along the lines of a 
PowerPoint presentation – is not going to work. 

The European Union was founded and built on hope. At first 
the project met with opposition from within and without. 
But the founding fathers had hope. They had a vision, and 
were determined that the bloodshed of the first half of the 
20th century would never be repeated. 
The drive was there until 2007. Somehow, the crises Europe 
has gone through since then have done enormous damage 
to our European identity and our willingness to keep 
integrating. But the problem runs much deeper. People in 
Europe feel that the EU is too far away, that it is not theirs 
but somebody else’s. 

I know this “us and them” feeling very well. It was all around 
me when I was young. It is not the same “us” nor the same 
“them”, but the feeling is equally dangerous, and there are 
many political groups and parties that are exploiting this 
dichotomy in Europe today. 
The EU is somehow becoming “them”. It is no longer seen 
as a great emotional project that was built for one goal and 
that delivered it, but rather as the establishment, a cold 
bureaucracy speaking a different language. It needs to go 
back to basics, start to communicate with people, and strive 
to ensure that people can understand what it does and 
what it says.

My appeal here is very simple: we have to bring back hope 
to the people, the hope that the EU will provide what they 
need in terms of a better future and more opportunities. 
Since 2008, Europe has made considerable progress 
in dealing with the crises that have hit it, changing its 
economic and political governance to address them. But it 
has failed to bring back hope to European citizens. We have 
to rekindle the strong emotional feelings of the past to win 
people back.

Europe equals hope – Sixty years of achievements and the way forward

“Since 2008, Europe has made considerable 
progress in dealing with the crises that 
have hit it, changing its economic and 
political governance to address them. But 
it has failed to bring back hope to European 
citizens”
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Europe equals hope – Sixty years of achievements and the way forward

Millennials could become 
ambassadors for Europe
The good news about the millennial generation, according 
to the Foundation for European Progressive Studies  
(FEPS) – a pan-European political think-tank encompassing 
more than 65 members looking to further integration, 
democracy and progress in Europe – is that they can be 
a great asset for Europe. They can be a channel for re-
injecting hope into the European project.

What do we know about this generation of Europeans 
born between 1980 and 2000, today aged 15 to 35? 
We know that they not only voted and participated in 
European elections, but also that they aspire to a different 
Europe, a Europe of hope, a Europe where the impossible 
is actually possible. 

FEPS carried out a survey and published a study entitled 
The millennial dialogue, which contains many interesting 
insights. What emerged from the study is that even 
though millennials are very engaged in politics, they are 
acting outside institutionalised frameworks, as shown by 
the Fridays for Future and Me Too movements. The study 
also revealed that the European Union’s response to the 
2008 crisis was not satisfactory in their view: quite the 
contrary. As a generation, they were deeply marked by 

the economic recession, which shaped their worldview. 
The survey showed that 80% of them want individuals 
to have a greater say in how the European Union handles 
economic policy. The same percentage also said they 
support and value the European Union as a project, and 
want more European integration - a more united Europe, 
but also a Europe that delivers more socially. There are 
reasons to believe that with a more social Europe, the 
younger generation could become the ambassadors of 
Europe.

 

Maria Freitas
Senior policy advisor, Foundation for European 
Progressive Studies in Brussels

“80% of millennials want individuals to 
have a greater say in how the EU handles 
economic policy. The same percentage 
also said they support and value the EU 
as a project, and want more European 
integration - a more united Europe, but 
also a Europe that delivers more socially”
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Nicolas Gros-Verheyde
Brussels correspondent of French newspaper 
Sud-Ouest and editor-in-chief of B2 - Bruxelles2

Panel 1

“Europe has been able to survive all the 
crises. Even more remarkably, it has put up 
a united front in the face of Brexit which 
the UK has been unable to shake"

Europe’s unsung unity in the 
face of Brexit
Europe is going through a difficult time because it has 
to deal with a world in turmoil. Some of its problems are 
inter-European and some are global. Mainly, they have 
to do with the Single Market. Its development has been 
successful, but the world is moving much faster now and 
the traditional European strategy, which has been to think 
things through carefully and take a great deal of time to 
adopt policies and pass laws, no longer works. 

The crises of recent years involving neighbouring countries, 
for instance the questioning of the Schengen mechanism 
(with some Member States closing their internal borders 
to stem the flow of migrants) and the wars in Ukraine 
and Libya have shown Europe’s inability to react due to 
its divisions. These crises have impacted the essential 
elements of the European Union and shown that all the 
systems developed in Europe in the 1980s and 90s - the 
Single Market, the Schengen Area, its common borders - 
are no longer adequate. Nevertheless, Europe has been 
able to survive all these crises. Even more remarkably, it 
has put up a united front in the face of Brexit which the UK 
has been unable to shake. 

There have been other notable examples of unity in the 
face of controversy, for instance in the case of sanctions 
against Russia, which some countries agreed to while 
dragging their feet because of their strong economic ties 
with Russia, But there too, Europeans stuck together. 

A spotlight should be shone on all these shows of unity 
and resilience  - they deserve it - but they were not 
properly communicated.
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Cristina Marconi
Freelance journalist and writer

“If you look closely, you will see that 
something new has happened in the UK 
in the time since the referendum: a strong 
European movement has emerged which 
was not there before. Pro-Europeans, who 
were very shy until a few years ago, are 
now seriously building a case for Europe”

Brexit and the birth of a mature 
pro-European movement
I come from the place where everything went wrong in 
terms of communication about the European Union. I 
moved to London from Brussels in 2011. I thought it would 
be very easy to communicate Europe. Who wouldn’t 
understand that Europe was just positive? All right, 
perhaps it did get something wrong every now and then, 
but Europe essentially meant progress, future, hope. 

Not so much in London. In 2014, I was working on a 
documentary for the BBC and ARTE where we had to 
explain the benefits of the EU. It was financed by the 
BBC so it needed to be balanced and objective. And after 
brainstorming sessions that went on for hours, the only 
good thing we could think of was roaming charges. So 
Europe came down to roaming charges, and the rest was, 
well, barely presentable. 

Then the referendum came and the Brexit saga that is 
still going on. But, if you look closely, you will see that 
something new has happened in the UK in the time 
since the referendum: a strong European movement has 
emerged which was not there before. 

Before the referendum, all they could say for Europe was 
that it was not so bad after all. Now, not only do they know 
that Europe is geopolitically crucial, but in addition pro-
Europeans, who were very shy until a few years ago, are 
now seriously building a case for Europe. They know how 
beneficial it is, they know that for an island it is absolutely 
essential to be part of something bigger. Therefore, even if 
Brexit as such is bad news, there is some silver lining. 

For communicators it is important to bear in mind that 
Brexit is not a political battle, but a cultural one - it is a 
question of finding a way to accommodate a European 
identity within the British identity.

The European Union should tune in more to its Member 
States when communicating. Brussels should definitely 
listen more to its local agents in the different countries. On 
the other hand, it should be as ruthless as its opponents 
and start working on “Europe branding” just like large 
companies do to find market segments which might be 
interested in their products. Our opponents are bad, so we 
need to be a little bit less good.
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Kiran Patel
Professor and chair of European History, 
Ludwig Maximilians University, Munich

Panel 1

“The European Economic Community, the 
ancestor of the EU, actually played quite an 
important role through its work for social 
peace, thanks to programmes such as the 
common agricultural policy and later on 
other programmes”

A story worth telling: Europe 
and social peace
As a historian, I would argue that we need first to get 
the past right and then get the narratives right in order 
to shape the future. What do I mean by this? We often 
know too little about the past of the European Union. If 
the peace narrative is no longer working, it is because for 
a long time we have been telling its story in a way that is 
basically wrong. 

I would agree that from the 1950s on, creating peace 
was an important motive for the European Union and its 
predecessors. But the history of those early days shows 
that it did not contribute very much to creating peace in 
the world or amongst the Member States. If it did so at all, 
it was by creating a culture of compromise and negotiation 
that was crucial. 

Take for instance the Cuban missile crisis, the most serious 
crisis in the Cold War. The documents of the Council of 
Ministers show that, while the crisis was raging, the EU was 
discussing the details of the common agricultural policy. 
So if we leave motives aside for a moment and look at hard 
facts, which is what people want, it is difficult to prove that 
the EU maintained peace in the sense of security. 

This does not mean that the EU was historically 
unimportant, but rather that the narrative needs 
refocusing: the European Economic Community, the 
ancestor of the EU, actually played quite an important role 
through its work for social peace, thanks to programmes 
such as the common agricultural policy and later on other 
programmes. 

In the first half of the 20th century, agriculture was one 
of the main sources of political unrest. EEC social policy 
schemes such as the common agricultural policy helped 
stem potentially dangerous social discontent. Without 
Europe, life would have been much harder for agricultural 
workers and farmers across the Member States. True, the 
common agricultural policy was not perfect, it was bad for 
taxpayers, bad for the environment and bad in other ways. 
But there was a social message behind it that was never 
really communicated. 

The point I want to make is that we should look at this 
other dimension of peace as an interesting, useful past 
that should be made clear to the public. At the same time, 
we also have to look at the present and ask the question: 
what is the European Union really doing for those who 
lose out in processes like globalisation and digitalisation? 
I would argue that until we have really strong answers to 
this question, narratives will not take us very far. So while it 
is useful to talk about reframing narratives, it is even more 
important to raise these key political questions.
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Austerity policies prolonged the crisis, generating more inequality and 
more poverty, which are the breeding ground for populism, Brexit, the 
Catalonian secessionist movement…. You cannot fix that, no matter 
how good your media policies or communication strategies might be.

How can we inspire passion for Europe?

I think we would need a Greta Thunberg for Europe to rally energies 
and boost hope. 

Eurosceptics often call history to their rescue. Let’s find 
strong, emotional, real-life counter-stories to fight their 
narratives - stories young people can relate to. We could ask 
our grandparents what crossing a border was like 50, 60, 
70 years ago.

The media is part of the problem. I was a journalist in Brussels in the 
80s, when Boris Johnson was a Telegraph correspondent and would 
get the front page with his stories about the bendy bananas. So serious 
journalists started writing the same kind of stories. But journalists 
should tell the good stories too. 

This is a huge issue: how do you set the record straight once 
you have the public thinking that the EU is doing absurd 
things? The European Commission set up the Euromyths 
website in London to respond to this belief. But the response 
should come from the media itself.

Bad news sells, but some kind of platform or understanding among 
journalists who believe that more positive stories should be put out 
there could be a way forward.

There is another problem. The EU tends to see criticism as 
opposition. But criticism has nothing to do with populism. 
How can we defend a pluralist vision in the world and then 
expect everyone in Europe to have one view?



22

Oliver Röpke
President of the EESC Workers’ Group

Panel 2 Together for Europe - Joining forces to make Europe a lasting success

“There appears to be a strong link between 
people’s economic and social situations and 
their trust in the European institutions"

Introduction

Communication can never 
replace policy
We can all agree that communication is an important tool 
to communicate policy, but can never replace policy. If the 
policy mix is questionable, as it has been in recent years, it is 
difficult for communication to repair the damage. We need 
to start from policy and policy content, and then discuss the 
way to communicate it. 

I am a strong believer in European values, but I just wish to 
bring one example to show how important it is to match 
European values with the right policy mix. 

Let’s take the free movement of labour and skills in Europe. 
We all agree that this is a core value in Europe and know 
how much we benefit from it. Seventy million Europeans 
live or work in an EU country other than their country of 
origin. The figure has almost doubled since 2009. Every day,  
1.4 million Europeans commute to another EU country 
to work and there are 2.8 million cross-border posting 
operations according to official figures. This is a big 
achievement, a success story. 

At the same time, however, some citizens and workers see 
this fundamental value not as an opportunity, but as a 
threat, because it often involves social dumping. In many of 
the posting operations that take place every year for which 
data is available, fundamental rights are not respected. In 
fact, violation seems to be the rule, rather than an exception. 
Posted workers do not receive the minimum wage or the 
collectively-agreed wages of the host country. There is no 

equal treatment. Therefore, while it is undeniable that the 
free movement of workers is a great achievement, if we 
want to fight populism and Euroscepticism we have to 
make sure that this right is exercised in a socially balanced 
way. 

Europe has learned some lessons since the first posted 
workers directive was introduced. We now have a revised 
directive, which enshrines the principle of the same 
wage for the same work at the same workplace, and the 
establishment of the European Labour Authority is also a 
step forward towards ensuring that fundamental rights 
and freedoms are not misused. If we share the same 
fundamental values in Europe, however, we should also be 
prepared to have European policies in areas such as social 
policy. To fight populism and Euroscepticism, it is crucially 
important for people to see Europe as part of the solution – 
not as a threat, but as an opportunity. 

As for building people’s trust in the European project, its 
added value and its problem-solving capacity, there is some 
interesting data. In June this year, surprisingly, trust in the 
EU was reported to be at its peak since autumn 2009 at 44% 
- a moderate percentage per se, but higher than the average 
level of trust in national governments, which was at 34%. 
At the same time, we can see that the levels of trust in the 
EU and its institutions vary considerably between Member 
States. In countries which were hard hit by the crisis, where 
people suffered significantly from unemployment and 
spending cuts, trust was relatively low - 30% in Greece as 
opposed to over 70% in other countries. There appears 
to be a strong link between people’s economic and social 
situations and their trust in the European institutions. These 
figures are a call to action for Europe and should pave the 
way for a different policy. 
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“European media, civil society and the 
political establishment could do a better 
job at explaining to citizens why certain 
societal changes are required to tackle the 
big challenges we are facing"

Explaining societal challenges 
to curb populism
One of the reasons why we are discussing the topic of 
how to communicate Europe better is the rise in right-
wing populism. Right-wing populists use rhetoric that 
develops a whole narrative, portraying themselves as 
heroes of resistance against Brussels and anything that 
their electorate perceives as a threat, from immigration to 
gay marriage, from high electricity bills to job losses due 
to digitalisation. 

Some of these are legitimate concerns that need to be 
addressed in rational discussions and in a participatory 
environment. Mostly, they reflect a certain unease with a 
society that is changing and opening up. This is a normal 
human reaction that we have seen numerous times 
throughout European history. 

However, no policy or communication can stop the 
clock. We simply cannot bring back the 1930s, 50s or 80s. 
But the European media, civil society and the political 
establishment could do a better job at explaining to citizens 
why certain societal changes are required, particularly 
big challenges such as climate change, demography 
and digitalisation. If the public is not prepared for these 
challenges - and currently it is not nearly as prepared as 
it should be - right-wing populism will gain evermore 
traction in the years to come. 

The media is unfortunately going through a crisis of its 
own stemming from digitalisation, which is doing away 
with its traditional business model. Now, good journalism 
that explains and analyses major phenomena is something 
we collectively need, and in the future it should perhaps 
be considered as a public good. If the market is not willing 

to pay for it, we will have to come up with a recipe to do 
so. But it is quite clear that we need good journalism to 
improve communication and explain things to Europeans. 

As for civil society, it should always try to be one step 
ahead of the general public and not be caught unprepared 
as it was back in 2008 with the financial crisis, or in 2015, 
when the consequences of foreign policy decisions made 
elsewhere but also in Europe hit back at home. NGOs, trade 
unions and other civil initiatives cannot afford blindspots. 

Finally, on a political level, the EU is still tied to an 
institutional arrangement which limits its scope for action. 
It is quite stunning, for example, that in some countries EU 
funds are still siphoned off by the family or close friends 
of prime ministers who at the same time talk of Brussels’ 
“imperial bureaucrats”, with the EU being able to do so 
little to stop it. But even given current limitations, the EU 
could do more on a political level to prepare its citizens for 
the future. 
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“The 2030 Agenda shows the way. Let’s 
follow it!"

The 2030 Agenda shows the way
The problems we are facing as a government 
administration or as an institution affect the whole of 
society and are in the news every day: climate change, 
inequality and migration. Regarding climate change, 
unless we take extremely radical measures, we will exceed 
the 1.5° temperature increase set in the Paris Agreement 
and hit the point of no return by 2035. After that, it will be 
extremely unlikely that we can stop the earth from getting 
warmer, and this will trigger global disaster.

Things are not much better regarding inequality, which has 
been rising for the last decade. Inequality is never a good 
thing. The transfer of wealth from public to private hands 
has limited the ability of governments to fight inequality: 
nevertheless if we have strong political support for social 
measures, divergence between countries and especially 
within countries can be diminished, creating a fairer world. 

As for migration, we need first and foremost to change the 
narrative. Migration is positive for society. It runs through 
history. We need to move to this positive and inclusive 
narrative because migration will increase. Not only do 
we have economic migration, migration due to war or 
disasters, now we also have migration due to climate 
change, which is expected to displace 143 million people 
by 2050. 

So what can we do? Let’s start the decade of solutions. 
We need to accelerate the promotion and inclusion of 
sustainable development. It is time to initiate a new era – a 
decade of inclusive progress and sustainable development, 

of rights and empowerment. The 2030 Agenda, with 
its 17 sustainable development goals, ushers in a new 
global social contract. The course has been chartered, let’s 
accelerate the pace. We need to rethink Europe’s future 
based on the Agenda’s five P’s: planet, people, prosperity, 
peace and partnerships. 

To accelerate the implementation of solutions, we need 
clear leadership. In Spain, we have both strong political 
leadership, putting the Agenda at the centre of every 
political decision, and also civic leadership. Society not 
only supports the implementation of the Agenda, but has 
taken ownership of it and we have an ambitious multi-
stakeholder consensus. An example of this is our work to 
implement the Spanish government’s Agenda 2030 action 
plan.

What’s the role of civil society? A new narrative for the 
European Union needs to centre on sustainability. Europe 
has been slow in adopting and taking ownership of the 
2030 Agenda, but now a new mandate will begin. The 
European Union will introduce sustainability principles 
and to do this it will need civil society. The 2030 Agenda 
shows the way. Let’s follow it. 
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“A political party is a link between citizens 
and political institutions, between voters 
and decision-makers. In Europe this is 
actually the weakest link in the chain"

A pan-European party is the 
missing link between European 
citizens and decision-makers
Volt Europa is a pan-European party that was founded 
two and a half years ago and first campaigned in the 2019 
European elections. The founders were all under 30 and 
70% of members are millennials taking up responsibility 
for the first time and pioneering a new way of engaging 
in politics. Being a grassroots movement, with no funds, 
no big names and hardly any experience, it is sometimes 
described as a political start-up. Its candidates stood for 
election in eight countries, where 500 000 people voted for 
the same pan-European programme. The party considers 
the one seat it won in Germany a huge success. 

I am really excited and proud that we now have a pan-
European MEP, Damian Boeselager, sitting in the European 
Parliament. This is our message of hope. We continue to 
grow and gain support and we are confident that we have 
struck a nerve. However, Volt is not an end to itself: as the 
first pan-European party we hope to inspire and encourage 
others to follow our example. Together we need to 
develop a full political party landscape at European level 
and create a real European parliamentary democracy.

Why do we need pan-European parties? A political party is 
a link between citizens and political institutions, between 
voters and decision-makers. In Europe this is actually the 
weakest link in the chain. We have parties which are active 
at national, regional and even local level. But at European 
level what we have is factions that voters hardly know the 

names of, with issues and agendas that hardly connect to 
our daily life and do not feature in our national TV news. 
It is extremely important that we find, or strive to find, 
solutions that reflect, respect and bring together different 
perspectives from east and west, north and south, young 
and old, urban and rural dwellers. Therefore Volt is a party 
and movement active at each level of politics, from local 
to European. We translate citizen’s needs to the European 
level and connect Europeans across borders to learn from 
each other’s best practices.

The notion that the EU is actually us, as the title of this 
seminar suggests, is often missing in the public perception 
of Europe. We need this Europe of citizens. We need to 
create spaces where we take into account their needs, 
ideas, sorrows and wishes and European parties are an 
extremely important way to create this European public 
space, where we can develop a common vision of the kind 
of Europe we want.
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“The Fridays for Future movement 
mobilised outside established structures, 
but demanded action from them. It did not 
seek alternatives to external supranational 
institutions or national governments, but 
held them to account for their inaction"

Less is more: a more focused 
role for civil society in Europe
Some of the most striking features of the Fridays for Future 
movement are the high number of very young people 
and women involved and the role of social media in this 
mobilisation. A survey carried out at a protest in March 
showed that most of the participants were between 14 
and 19: this is the age group that was really galvanised 
by the protests. On average, the proportion of women at 
these events was exceptionally high. This means that the 
age and gender of the movement’s leaders were reflected 
in the mobilisation of the people who actually came along. 
Social media had a large part to play in the mobilisation, 
with the Fridays for Future hashtag gaining huge traction. 

The movement mobilised outside established structures, 
but still demanded action from them. It did not seek 
alternatives to external supranational institutions or 
national governments, but held them to account for their 
inaction. It is positive and encouraging to see that young 
people are not turning away from governments and 
supranational structures, but asking for them to do more. 

Turning to participatory governance in the EU more 
generally, we can see that Europe has looked to civil society 
organisations to play a broad role. A European Commission 
document summarises all the different roles that European 
civil society, particularly organised civil society, takes in EU 

policy-making: this includes lending legitimacy (input, 
throughput, output), providing expertise in policy-making 
thorough consultation processes, acting as transmission 
belts between institutions and citizens, advocating for 
their interests and speaking for civil society, to name but a 
few. To fulfil all these functions, these organisations require 
significant resources and this places a sizeable burden on 
them. The requirement to organise into large umbrella 
organisations can also result in disconnection between the 
European and the national and regional levels. In addition, 
their advocacy is often described as lobbying, which has a 
negative connotation for the majority of people. 

As a researcher, I think it would be useful to see what 
role civil society is really playing and what core functions 
it could focus on to help with the task of building a new 
narrative.
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In our search for a new narrative for Europe, we can look 
to the US moon landing for inspiration. Why did something 
that till then had been impossible become feasible? 1) there 
was an unprecedented effort and successful strategy to put 
together all players - universities, organisations, public 
institutions, even the army & 2) the project brought a sense 
of mission to a country that badly needed a new hope. The 
US was going through an economic and political crisis, was 
losing the space race to the USSR and had just been defeated 
in Cuba. Looking at this example we see that we need 1)a 
compelling narrative & 2) a sense of mission + the means 
and strategy to bring the project to completion.

What do we need news and traditional media for? Young 
people don’t want to read long articles explaining things to 
them, they only read headlines and tweets on social media!

Let’s not caricature young people. Long reads in the new 
digital media actually sell quite well, and there are all sorts 
of interactive digital formats– look at the Guardian’s the 
New York Times’ and Spiegel’ digital editions. They have 
sizeable readerships including many young people.

The problem is not the content, but how to finance it. It’s no 
so much a crisis of journalism as a business model problem: 
who will pay for this content? Do you hide everything 
behind a paywall and, if yes, who will subscribe?

Populists have not really invented anything new. They 
simply absorb the ideas of the mainstream parties and 
communicate them in a language which is adapted to 
individual target groups, especially those who have been 
let down by the EU. Does this happen because populists use 
communication tools more effectively? 
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Not true. Nobody’d say Obama was a populist, but he was 
the first to set up an internet-based campaign. Nobody’d 
question he was an excellent communicator either. But it’s 
true that in Europe populists have been more successful in 
communication, especially in using a combination of wrong 
facts and emotions, a toxic cocktail of fear and uncertainty.

I agree that populists play the game quite well. For instance 
in the EU elections the AFD didn’t have much to say about 
the EU. They had two ideas: to abolish the Parliament – 
while saying the EU isn’t democratic enough – and to stop 
immigration. But they dominated all media and social 
media channels. Of course it’s easier to criticise than to be 
constructive. 

I don’t believe populists master social media communication 
better than us. Of course it’s easier to sell simplistic messages 
than to build something positive. But I’m not sure we are 
always able to come up with an Obama-style narrative. 
And this is not a communication problem. It is a problem of 
content. 

It’s a bit of an honesty problem too. Let’s face it, which of the 
liberal democratic politicians in Europe is ready to publicly 
say something quite obvious, that without a huge amount 
of immigrants every year we cannot sustain our current 
lifestyle? I don’t hear it. And if we don’t hear it we shouldn’t 
be surprised that the AFD is leading the agenda instead of 
us. If we want to lead we need to come up with something 
big and true. 
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The information we young people consume today is basically 
news that can be read on a smartphone screen. It’is important 
to understand this. All the information we have about Greta’s 
movement comes to us via our phones and uses our language. It 
was through #s that we learned we had to fight for this. Before, 
newspapers like El Pais or El Mundo had published stories on 
the climate crisis. But they didn’t have any impact on us. 

You mentioned collective identity and how to transmit that in the EU. 
My generation does do not want one more stereotype, one more badge, 
we want to belong to a group where each individuality is accepted and 
treated equally. I don’t like national  identities linked to territories, I like 
identities which recognise me as a distinct individual. 

We are European citizens, I am Spanish, from Malaga, from 
the region of Andalusia but I feel a citizen of the world. We 
have global problems we are ignoring and I’is time to start to 
see ourselves as part of the whole planet. When Greta goes to 
the European Parliament, she is not there to ask Europe to fix 
climate change, but to ask the world to fix it, because when the 
Amazon burns it is as if there was a fire next door. 

It is all very good and fine to feel a citizen of the world and to care about 
the Amazon or textile workers in Bangladesh. The problem is: what can you 
do when you are unhappy with the situation? Basically you need political 
representation to do something. Europe gives you the opportunity to be 
represented politically in an institutional frame where you can bring these 
issues forward in an effective way and on a scale that is big enough to be 
taken into account. Because at the end of the day, size matters. If it is too 
small you might be very concerned about what is going on in the Amazon 
but nothing will change. You need a powerful actor to represent you. The 
EU is big enough to do that.
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The duty to train responsible 
news media professionals
It is undeniable that media is going through a difficult 
phase and that what we are witnessing is not encouraging. 
Freedom of speech is constantly under threat from public 
authorities, news reporting is becoming entertainment, 
people who call themselves journalists are disseminating 
fake news or unchecked stories that circulate at huge 
speed on social media and businesses are taking over 
media ownership to protect their own interests. 

A democratic society cannot exist without free and 
professional journalism. The very fact that we have 
to qualify journalism by adding the words “free” and 
“professional” proves that there is a problem. Journalism 
should be inherently free and professional and contribute 
to an equal society at every level. 

It is particularly important to fight the proliferation of 
discourse questioning our open, liberal vision of European 
society. We have a multitude of examples of bad practices, 
of hatred being used to target people who, on top of having 
to flee persecution and hunger, must also put up with 
being stigmatised as part of the “us against them” rhetoric. 
We journalists cannot remain passive. The media must not 
become an accomplice of hate speech, be ambivalent or 
too neutral, thinking that it is all right to persecute victims 
for the sake of greater security and justify closing borders 
and throwing up walls. That is not Europe, and it is our 
duty as journalists to find effective mechanisms that will 
guarantee the protection of basic rights. 

Messages in the media have an impact on public opinion 
and therefore on the European construction process itself. 
That is why it is absolutely essential to make sure that 
there is a reliable, trustworthy pluralistic media landscape 
in which there is not one voice, but a broad range of views 
giving citizens enough elements to form their judgement. 
That is why it is imperative for schools of journalism and 
media studies to teach future news media professionals 
that their profession entails serious responsibility. At 
Malaga University we work every day to convey that sense 
of responsibility. 

Second day opening

Inmaculada Postigo Gómez
Dean of the Faculty of Communication Science, 
University of Malaga

“It is imperative for schools of journalism 
and media studies to teach future news 
media professionals that their profession 
entails serious responsibility. At Malaga 
University we work every day to convey 
that sense of responsibility"
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“Democracy cannot function in an 
information vacuum which is easily filled 
by those who play on the fears and foibles 
of the people. Some would go so far as to 
say democracy can be a dangerous tool in 
the hands of the unscrupulous, wielded 
against a combination of innocence, 
ambivalence, apathy and ignorance”

Introduction

Democracy brings us 
together but without proper 
education, information and 
communication, it can also tear 
us apart
I will challenge the very concept of this session – that is to 
say, that democracy brings us together. 

The best day of my professional life was the day Northern 
Ireland voted overwhelmingly in a referendum to support 
the Good Friday Agreement. The worst was the day of the 
result of the Brexit referendum. Both were democratic 
decisions, but there was a very big difference. 

For the Good Friday referendum, every household had a 
written explanation of what would happen – they knew 
what they were voting for. In the Brexit referendum, voters 
were promised a brave new world if they voted to leave. I do 
not blame them for voting that way, because many believed 
what they were told – that is to say, that leaving the EU 
would be better for the country. I would have voted Leave 
too if I didn’t know better. 

Democracy is the vital thread that binds European nations 
together, but without proper education, information and 
communication, democracy can also tear us apart. 

Democracy cannot function correctly in an information 
vacuum which is easily filled by those who play on the fears 
and foibles of the people. Some would go so far as to say 
democracy can be a dangerous tool in the hands of the 
unscrupulous, wielded against a combination of innocence, 
ambivalence, apathy and ignorance.

What can we do to make things right? 

The first step is education, education, education. Why do 
we know more about the warmongers in European history 
than the peace-builders? Why do we learn more about the 
fall of empires than the building of the European Union? 

Next comes information and that brings together all types 
of communication – both traditional press and social media 
– leading to a better understanding of the issues involved. 

For many ordinary citizens, Brussels is faceless, foreign and 
too far away. But the answer is a lot less complicated than 
people think. It is the KISS strategy – Keep it Simple Stupid! 
If we want to communicate with the ‘masses’, Brussels needs 
to start talking the language of the street. 

Lastly, we need genuine engagement with citizens.

Democracy brings us together - How to reinforce trust in the EU through transparency, ethics in politics and respect for European values
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Democracy brings us together - How to reinforce trust in the EU through transparency, ethics in politics and respect for European values
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“Attacks against journalists shake the very 
foundation of democracy and freedom. 
It is the role of the press to hold power 
to account and the right of citizens to be 
informed, including on corruption"

A European Commissioner for 
media freedom, independence 
and pluralism
The press is often described as the watchdog for democracy, 
but today, the press has become an observatory of the 
level of democracy. The decline in press freedom in Europe 
over the past three or four years has gone hand in hand 
with an erosion of democratic institutions by increasingly 
authoritarian governments. 

The current level of violence is unprecedented in the 
European Union. Journalists are being subjected to 
many forms of pressure and intimidation: they are 
physically attacked, harassed on the internet, pressured in 
newsrooms and increasingly prone to judicial action. Anti-
media rhetoric by politicians is rife all over the EU.

Although Europe continues to be the continent that best 
guarantees press freedom, investigative journalists who 
take an interest in corruption, tax evasion and misuse of 
European funds, often involving the mafia, are having a 
hard time. 

In a steadily worsening security climate, the need for police 
protection for journalists is being felt even in countries 
that rank high in RSF’s index, such as the Nordic countries. 
In Sweden, the level of threat against journalists has 
increased considerably. In the Netherlands, two journalists 
are living with 24 hour protection. Three murders have 
been perpetrated in less than two years – one in Malta, 
one in Slovakia, and one in Bulgaria, which ranks 111th of 
the 180 countries in the RSF index. A journalist was shot 
dead in Northern Ireland six months ago. The situation 
is very worrying in Romania. Poland is also witnessing 

pressure against independent media and attempts to 
control the public media. 

Attacks against journalists shake the very foundation of 
democracy and freedom. It is the role of the press to hold 
power to account and the right of citizens to be informed, 
including on corruption. On the eve of the European 
elections, RSF addressed ten proposals to the European 
Commission to improve the situation. Among them was 
the appointment of a European commissioner for media 
freedom, independence and pluralism. Encouragingly, in 
her mission letter to Commissioner Věra Jourová, Ursula 
von der Leyen voiced her desire to give new impetus to 
European democracy and said that Ms Jourová’s leading 
priorities would include combating disinformation and 
defending media pluralism. 
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“The problem is that journalists often relay 
the messages of politicians uncritically"

Journalists should stop playing 
into the hands of politicians 
Speakers have stressed that communication and 
information are crucial for democracy, but the problem 
is that journalists are often accomplices in the politicians’ 
blame game, hiding the role they play in the making of EU 
decisions. Politicians say: “We defend our people. We are 
going to Brussels to fight hard to protect your interests”. 
They portray the EU as an enemy – ordering, demanding, 
imposing – and themselves as the champions of their 
people’s rights, habits and traditions. Journalists then 
disseminate that message.

A prominent national politician once went to a conference 
in Berlin. When asked about his position or attitude on 
the European Union, he said something like: “I have the 
feeling the EU is angry with democracy. Many people ask 
themselves: ‘why does the EU ban this and prohibit that?’ 
For example, we cannot buy regular light bulbs in stores 
any more, only energy-saving bulbs, because the EU has 
banned the old ones.” What he forgot to say was that the 
government of his country also had something to do with 
the phasing out of ordinary bulbs in Europe. He forgot to 
say that the European Parliament, where he was an MEP, 
had a say in this. This is the kind of message politicians 
spread, but the problem is that journalists often relay 
these messages uncritically. They should at least ask the 
politician: “are you sure?”. 

Journalists have a “duty of accuracy or precision”. It is their 
responsibility to research, check at least two independent 
sources, be sure the information they publish is truthful. 
Many no longer put in that effort, or are asked by their 
political sponsors to “shut up” or by their editors to hurry 
up. This is extremely worrying, because journalists should 
still play an important part in society as the “fourth estate”. 
If they neglect this duty, it becomes very easy to blame the 
European Union, and write or tell lies about it unchecked. 

I believe journalists should go back to their original calling 
of accuracy and impartiality in the best interests of society.



35

Tina Bettels-Schwabbauer
European Journalism Observatory

“Europeanisation, which was virtually non-
existent in the 1990s and 2000s, is increasing 
in the media. It is more advanced in some 
countries than in others: the longer a country 
has been in the EU, the more its media reports 
about the EU and other EU countries”

Teams of journalists working 
across borders hold the promise 
of sparking a truly European 
public debate
Professor Stephan Russ-Mohl, founder of the European 
Journalism Observatory, wrote in 2003 that it may be 
politicians who build the EU institutions in Brussels and 
Strasbourg, but it is actually the media that will create, 
define and implant Europe in our brains, hearts and souls. 
The statement still holds today. 
Some argue that pan-European media is they only way 
of succeeding in this, by creating a Europe-wide public 
debate, but mass-circulation pan-European media appear 
unlikely for several reasons. Two examples of pan-European 
media outlets illustrate the complexity of the problem. The 
European was Europe’s first supra-national newspaper. It 
stopped operating in 1998. A British journalist later wrote 
that there was an unsolved existential dilemma at its heart: 
it was impossible to be a national newspaper of a nation that 
just did not exist. 

The second example is Politico Europe, which was established 
in Brussels in April 2015 to cover European affairs. Its target 
audience, however, is not ordinary Europeans but EU policy-
makers and other professionals and major stakeholders. 

These two examples help pinpoint two problems: 
• traditionally, news media are mass products for all people, 

while Brussels-based media covering EU affairs are not: 
they are products for a niche market – cosmopolitan 
Europeans, policy-makers, lobbyists, etc. 

• a homogeneous European media system seems impossible 
because there are several different cultures of journalism 
and many languages. 

Perhaps it would be easier for national media to 
“Europeanise” their national audiences. Media and political 
scientists have identified three factors in establishing a 
degree of communication across Europe: 
• 1) whether the same European issues are discussed at the 

same time with similar levels of attention throughout the 
media of European countries; 

• 2) whether players from other European countries are 
visible in the national mass media; and 

• 3) whether perceptions and the framing of European 
issues become mutually visible in national media arenas 
throughout the EU so that a European discourse can 
actually evolve. 

Recent studies show that Europeanisation, which was 
virtually non-existent in the 1990s and 2000s, is increasing. 
They also reveal that it is more advanced in some countries 
than in others, and that the longer a country has been an EU 
member, the more its media reports about the EU and other 
EU countries. 
However, journalists have recently been exploring other 
promising avenues with the help of technology. In the last 
few years, a new type of journalism has emerged which 
might act as a booster for a European public sphere: cross-
border journalism. Early studies suggest that journalistic 
coverage can become more Europeanised when a topic is 
addressed by a cross-border team. The key requirement is for 
the journalists involved to have an international or European 
mindset to be able to put events in the wider context. 
The ICIJ is among the most famous networks working across 
borders, but there are a few others throughout Europe, 
for example Investigate Europe, European Investigative 
Collaborations and the Europa Project. They have 
investigated topics such as the European elections, Brexit 
and immigration from a pan-European angle. The European 
Journalism Observatory believes that even smaller networks 
can help develop a common public sphere. 
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Panel 3

“A few days ago, European lawmakers 
agreed to create a permanent sub-
committee to investigate financial crimes. 
In announcing its creation, they paid 
tribute to reporters and acknowledged 
their debt to the ICIJ"

The huge public value of cross-
border investigative journalism
Joining forces between investigative reporters across 
borders has had a profound impact on the practice of 
journalism and has helped shape policy. 

The International Consortium of Investigative Journalists 
(ICIJ) was created 20 years ago in the belief that today’s 
issues need to be tackled on a global scale. Corruption 
happens globally, corporations work globally. Journalists 
have to operate in the same way. 

The Panama Papers in 2016 has been the ICIJ’s largest 
investigation so far. Its success did not come out of the 
blue: it was the result of a number of little successes and 
little failures leading to a methodology that has changed 
the way investigative journalists work. 

In 2015 the ICIJ received the largest leak in the history 
of journalism: 11.5 million files fell into the hands of two 
German journalists at the Süddeutsche Zeitung, who 
realised that the leak was too big for them to handle. They 
turned to the ICIJ, which contacted about 400 journalists 
from 80 countries from its network across the world. The 
team worked in secret for a year and exposed like never 
before how tax havens were being used by the rich and 
powerful to hide, in many cases, tax evasion, something 
which has a profound effect on our countries’ economies. 
The result was ground-breaking. Ministers resigned in 
several countries and $1 200 million has been recovered 
by tax agencies.

Europe is the area where the political impact of the 
Panama Papers has been the strongest. A few days ago, 
European lawmakers agreed to create a permanent sub-
committee to investigate financial crimes including 
money laundering, tax avoidance and tax evasion. In 
announcing its creation, they paid tribute to reporters and 
acknowledged their debt to them. Some issues including 
greater transparency in the new anti-money laundering 
directive is also linked to their work. 

All this was achieved thanks to cross-border cooperation. 
Thanks to technology, the data team at ICIJ could put all 
this information up securely in the cloud on the internet, 
and every single reporter on the team could access the 
files and look at them whenever they wanted. There is 
also a lesson there for EU bodies and institutions: sharing 
information in a radical way leads to higher impact and 
better results. 

Finally, as a result of the data being made publicly accessible 
in the Offshore Leaks Database (https://offshoreleaks.icij.
org), Europol downloaded the ICIJ’s database and found 
links to 3 500 suspected criminals who were hiding in tax 
havens and exploiting the lack of transparency. This shows 
that transparency is key to bringing problems into the 
public spotlight.
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Elina Makri 
Journalist and media project manager

“The cherished old figure of the journalist 
holding the powerful to account is not 
what we need most in Europe. What we 
really need is journalism that explains the 
different cultures to one another"

Not all stories have a good guy 
and a bad guy: for a journalism 
that promotes mutual 
understanding in Europe
The cover of a German magazine from the beginning of 
the Greek crisis shows an “irreverently restored”  Venus 
De Milo giving the finger and saying “we don’t want to 
give you the money”. Many European media described 
the Greeks as pigs, saying things like “they are taking our 
money”. 

The Greeks fought back. A Greek school printed a calendar 
entitled “The Germans are back” and then something like 
“they came to kill us once, and now they want to kill us 
with a financial war”. It came onto the media’s radar and 
created a huge diplomatic crisis, which started mainly 
in the media. This is clearly evidence that Europe’s 500 
million people may share 80% of their regulations, but 
culturally they are still a long way apart. 

Journalists have not crossed borders in Europe yet. 
Cross-border initiatives do exist, but they focus mainly 
on investigations, not on explaining countries to one 
another. In the Greek crisis, German media attacked Greek 
society as a whole, saying “you are thieves, you are lazy”. 
The full story of the crisis was never told. A great deal of 
knowledge was lost in this media battle, even in Germany, 
where the media would have had the resources to fund 
serious research.
These examples show that the cherished old figure of the 
journalist holding the powerful to account is not what we 

need most in Europe. What we really need is journalism 
that explains the different cultures to one another. 
Sometimes putting things into perspective for the reader 
might be of more help than revealing a scandal. Chasing 
the bad guys is important, but not all stories have a good 
guy and a bad guy. 

There is, however, a very systemic problem right now: 
where to find the money for cross-border journalism. 
National and local media focus too much on their primary 
audience. This is understandable, since that is where the 
money from advertising comes from. Their editors are 
not prepared to fund journalists who want to cover cross-
border stories. International structures like Reuters and the 
Associated Press, or American products like the Huffington 
Post and Buzzfeed, do not really care about the complexity 
of European discussions. So the issue of funding remains 
unsolved.
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Panel discussion 3
How do you sustain these journalistic investigations? 

Collaboration is one way. At ICIJ, every media organisation 
involved brings their own journalists at no cost. It’s a kind 
of collaborative economy applied to journalism. 

Collaborative cross-border journalism is a form of protection 
for journalists. Journalists feel protected because they are 
part of a network. Breaking the story together means they 
can reach a critical mass that is difficult to stop. 

Networks have really helped journalists to publish their 
stories, but as a result they are being targeted even more, 
because mafia networks and the governments that are in 
collusion with them have come to fear the journalists more.

What should the business model be for collaborative 
journalism? We used to pay for news, now we don’t. You 
talked about donations, but you cannot produce daily 
news with just donations. How can we reinvent the media 
business model so journalism stays independent?

Public media is crucial but it must be completely inde-
pendent from politicians. We should have European 
regulations about public media with it being the 
responsibility of every Member State to keep it impartial. I 
don’t know what the formula should be, but we should try 
to find a way.

What indicators are included when you measure press 
freedom in a country? 
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We have a questionnaire with 87 questions – about the state of pluralism, 
censorship, pressure from the owner, whether the respondent works for 
public media, whether the public media has changed, whether the private 
structure has changed. We have respondents from all backgrounds – social 
media, the printed press, the web, TV/radio or academia. We keep a very 
close scrutiny.

Would you agree that journalists today are playing the role that 
politicians (in Europe and elsewhere) are no longer playing, i.e. 
practising democracy?

I think journalists should remind politicians that what they 
should be doing is protecting democracy, that the press is a 
pillar of democracy and that without democracy there is no free 
country. But there aren’t enough journalists doing that right 
now.

Uncovering scandals like the Luxleaks and the Paradise leaks should 
also be a task for politicians, shouldn’t it?

The truth is journalists protect whistleblowers in a way that 
public institutions don’t, and that is something that needs to 
change. 

I was really disappointed that politicians acted based on press investigations 
and not because it was their duty. Some NGOs had been investigating or 
exposing tax havens, tax evasion and tax avoidance for years and were 
about to give up pushing because there was no interest from politics. But 
we journalists should be able to keep doing our job and expose issues that 
should be in the public eye.
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María Andrés Marín is head of the 
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Office in Spain. Prior to that, she 
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in Brussels and Strasbourg (2003-2011). She 
was also director of external action at the 
government of La Rioja (2002-2003). She holds 
a degree in journalism from the University of 
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and a master’s degree in European studies and 
international politics from the University of Bath 
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researcher at the Erich Brost 
Institute for International 
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University of Dortmund and 
editor-in-chief of the German-

language website of the European Journalism 
Observatory. She has also been a lecturer in

 media studies at the University of Adelaide, 
Australia. Her research interests are cross-border 
journalism, journalism cultures, journalism 
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Mar Cabra is an investigative data 
journalist, board member of the 
Global Editors Network and 
member of the International 
Consortium of Investigative 
Journalist. As head of ICIJ’s data 

unit, she led data and technology in projects 
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the International Herald Tribune, PBS, El País, El 
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Isabel Caño Aguilar is Vice-
President for Communication 
at the EESC, where she has 
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worked on issues such as rural 
development, the environment, 

sustainable development, education, training, 
energy and the information society. She is head 
of the UGT office in Brussels and member of the 
UGT Confederal Secretariat for International 
Policy, monitoring European and trade union 
policy and dealing with bilateral relations with 
other trade unions and social organisations. 
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Francisco de la Torre Prados 
is mayor of Malaga. He is 
vice-president of the Euro-
Mediterranean Regional and 
Local Assembly (ARLEM) and 
of the Euro Mediterranean 

Partnership of Local and Regional Authorities 
(COPPEM), and has also served as a member of 
the Council of Europe’s Congress of Local and 
Regional Authorities. He was awarded the French 
Legion of Honour in 2017 for his exceptional 
contribution to the promotion of culture. He 
also received the Pushkin medal in 2018 for his 
role in fostering cultural links between Russia 
and Spain, and in 2019 was rewarded by the 
Japanese Foreign Ministry for his outstanding 
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relations between Japan and Spain.

Maria Freitas is senior policy 
advisor at the Foundation for 
European Progressive Studies 
(FEPS), which she joined in 
2015. Maria is responsible for 
projects pertaining to issues of 

democratic participation, populism and new 
political movements. She is also leading the 
Millennial Dialogue, a global youth engagement 
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politics, political systems and institutions.
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president of the Political 
Communication Association 
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extensive experience in public 
communication as well as 

in managing communication offices and 
election campaigns. Verónica teaches political 
communication and electoral strategy at several 
master’s degree courses and contributes to 

various media, including specialised publications 
and papers, as a political analyst. She holds a 
master’s degree in political marketing and a 
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Álvaro Gallego works in the 
office of the Spanish High 
Commissioner for the 2030 
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the Prime Minister which is 
responsible for coordinating 

Spain’s compliance with the United Nations’ 2030 
Agenda at national and international level. An 
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he has worked for Action Against Hunger and in 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, focusing on Sub-
Saharan Africa. In recent years, he coordinated 
the Africa Initiative at the University of Navarra’s 
IESE graduate business school, helping to 
strengthen business leadership and sustainable 
investments in the African continent. A law 
graduate from the University of Valencia, he also 
holds a Master’s degree in international relations 
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Nicolas Gros-Verheyde is a French 
journalist focusing on European 
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the Brussels correspondent of 
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B2 - Brussels2, a blog that has become a go-to 
source on European foreign and defence policy. 
He is co-author, with André Dumoulin, of the 
handbook La politique européenne de sécurité 
et de défense commune [European common 
security and defence policy].
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candidate in the European 
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been on the board of a number of organisations 
representing journalists and, until the summer 

of 2019, was President of the Press Club Brussels 
Europe. His latest book, Trump, tu ne nous auras 
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Elina Makri is an independent 
journalist and media project 
manager. She has covered cross-
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and international migration. Seeing the need to 
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She has participated in and implemented several 
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irreale [Unreal city], is the coming-of-age story 
of a European girl in London and was shortlisted 
for Italy’s prestigious Strega Award.
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Navarra and a bachelor’s degree in political 
science from UNED. He received a scholarship 
to participate in Georgetown University’s Global 
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POLITYKA and Newsweek.
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HAAZE Guy
Former EESC Member
Belgium

HACZYK - PLUMLEY Ewa
European Economic and Social 
Committee – Head of Press Unit
Belgium

HEISS Marie-Isabelle
Volt Europa
Germany

HENIN Isabelle
European Economic and Social 
Committee – secretariat of Diversity 
Europe Group 
Belgium

HOCQUET Chantal
European Economic and Social 
Committee - Communication 
Department
Belgium

JACOBS Laura
Westfälisch-Lippischer 
Landwirtschaftsverband
Germany

JAROSZ Leszek
European Economic and Social 
Committee – Employers’ Group 
Secretariat
Belgium

JELIĆ Violeta
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Employers’ Group
Croatia

JUOZAITIENĖ Laima 
Tripartite Council of Lithuania
Lithuania

KACPRZAK Marek
Business Centre Club
Poland

KALLIS Marcos
Cyprus Employers and Industrialists 
Federation (OEB)
Cyprus

KARADJOVA Liliana
Economic and Social Council
Bulgaria

KASK Helen
Estonian Chamber of Disabled 
People
Estonia

KASPER Barbara
ÖGB
Austria

KATSANI Tania
National Confederation 
of Disabled People
Greece

KIWNIK PARGANA Jowita
Journalist - Deutsche Welle
Belgium

KLARIČ Matej
Association of Free Trade Unions 
of Slovenia (ZSSS)
Slovenia

KOKKALIARI Aikaterini 
ADEDY
Greece

KOLLER Erika
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Workers’ Group
Hungary

KOMORÓCZKI István
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Employers’ Group
Hungary

KRAWCZYK Jacek
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, President of 
Employers’ Group
Poland

KUTHI Áron
Three Princes, Three Princesses 
Foundation
Hungary

LABAKI Maroun
Journalist
Belgium

LARGHI Gerardo
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Workers’ Group
Italy

LIBAERT Thierry
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Diversity Europe Group
France
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Spain

MAKRI Elina
Journalist
Greece

MALLIA Stefano
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Employers’ Group
Malta

MARANGONI Daniela
European Economic and Social 
Committee – Press Unit
Belgium

MARCONI Cristina
Journalist
United Kingdom

MARTIN NIETO Beatriz
Economic and Social Council 
Spain

MATIAS Gustavo
Ibercampus.es y Universidad 
Autonoma de Madrid
Spain

McKNIGHT Judy
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Workers’ Group
United Kingdom

MIHAI Silviu
Journalist
Germany

MORILLA Maria Luisa
Europe Direct office in Malaga
Spain

MORRICE Jane
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Diversity Europe Group
United Kingdom

MOTIEJŪNAITĖ-PEKKINEN Ramunė
Lithuanian Trade Union 
Confederation
Lithuania

MUCKO Martina
Croatian Chamber of  
Trades and Crafts
Croatia

NARVÁEZ BUENO José
Chancellor of the University 
of Malaga
Spain

OTALECU CAÑO Jorge
Student - University of Malaga - 
Paratriathlete
Spain

OUIN Béatrice
Former EESC Member
France

PÄÄRENDSON Eve
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Employers’ Group
Estonia

PANICO Giancarlo
CNEL
Italy

PATEL Kiran Klaus
Professor, University of Maastricht
The Netherlands

PATER Krzysztof
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Diversity Europe Group
Poland

PETRELLA Andrea
CNEL
Italy

PLUMLEY Michel
Press Club Brussels
Belgium

POLACZEK Jan Pawel
Social Dialogue Council 
of the Republic of Poland
Poland

POSTIGO GÓMEZ Immaculada
Dean of the Faculty of 
Communication Science – 
University of Malaga
Spain

QUAREZ Christophe
European Economic and Social 
Committee - Workers’ Group
France

RADA Iuliana
Civil Society Development 
Foundation
Romania

REIS Margarida
European Economic and Social 
Committee – Press Unit
Belgium

REUTER Jeff
Economic and Social Council
Luxembourg

RIBERA PAYA Pablo
European Economic and Social 
Committee - Workers’ Group 
Secretariat
Belgium

ROGALEWSKI Adam
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Workers’ Group
Poland

RÖPKE Oliver
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
President of Workers’ Group
Austria

ROSIN Jakob
Estonian Chamber of 
Disabled People
Estonia

SÁNCHEZ ROMERO Natalia
General Secretary CEM Malaga
Spain

SANZ José Manuel
Journalist - Agencia EFE
Spain
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Croatian Chamber of Trades 
and Crafts
Croatia

SEIBICKE Helena
Center for European Studies
Norway
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Social Dialogue Council 
of the Republic of Poland
Poland

ŠIRHALOVÁ Martina
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Employers’ Group
Slovakia

SÕRMUS Roomet
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Diversity Europe Group
Estonia

TALAVERA FELIPE Mario
Journalist - Revista Direigentes
Spain

THEODOROU Martha
Economic and Social Council
Greece

THOMOPOULOS Aristotelis
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Employers’ Group
Greece

TRANTINA Pavel
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Diversity Europe Group
Czech Republic

VALERO Jorge
Journalist - Euractiv
Belgium

VARDAKASTANIS Ioannis
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Diversity Europe Group
Greece

VELLA Charles
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Workers’ Group
Malta

VIENNE Marie-France
Journal Plein Champ
France

VINCENTI Daniela
European Economic and Social 
Committee – Spokesperson of the 
EESC President
Belgium

VON STOCKERT Nicole
Federal Association of the German 
Tourism Industry
Germany

ZAHRADNÍK Petr
Member of the European Economic 
and Social Committee, 
Employers’ Group
Czech Republic

ZAKROCKI Lech Maciej
Journalist - TOK FM Radio
Poland

ZAMBRANA DURÁN Francisco
Student – University of Malaga
Spain



Thursday, 10 October 2019

Welcome session
José Ángel Narváez Bueno, Chancellor of the University of Malaga
Isabel Caño Aguilar, EESC Vice-President
Maria Andrés Marin, Head of the European Parliament’s Liaison Office in Spain
Francisco de la Torre Prados, Mayor of Malaga

Keynote speaker
Verónica Fumanal, President of the Association of Political Communication (ACOP)

Panel 1 – Europe equals hope - 60 years of achievements and the way forward
moderated by journalist  Maroun Labaki

Introduction
Jacek Krawczyk, President of the EESC’s Employers’ Group

Panellists
Maria Freitas, senior policy advisor, Foundation for European Progressive Studies in Brussels
Nicolas Gros-Verheyde, journalist, Brussels correspondent of French newspaper “Sud-Ouest”, editor-in-chief of the blog B2 - Bruxelles2
Cristina Marconi, freelance journalist and writer
Kiran Klaus Patel, professor and chair of European History, Ludwig Maximilians University Munich

Panel 2 – Together for Europe - Joining forces to make Europe a lasting success
moderated by journalist Jorge Valero

Introduction
Oliver Röpke, President of the EESC’s Workers’ group

Panellists
Álvaro Gallego Peris, cabinet of the Spanish High Commissioner for the 2030 Agenda
Marie-Isabelle Heiss, lawyer and EP candidate for the pro-European movement VOLT Europa
Silviu Mihai, freelance journalist, researcher and producer
Helena Seibicke, senior researcher, ARENA - Centre for European Studies, Oslo

Friday, 11 October 2019

Opening
Isabel Caño Aguilar, EESC Vice-President
Immaculada POSTIGO GÓMEZ, Dean of the Faculty of Communication Science –University of Malaga

Panel 3 Democracy brings us together -  How to reinforce trust in the EU 
through transparency, ethics in politics and respect for European values
moderated by journalist José Manuel Sanz

Introduction
Jane Morrice, member of the EESC Diversity Europe Group

Panellists
Tina Bettels-Schwabbauer, European Journalism Observatory
Mar Cabra, International Consortium of Investigative Journalists
Elina Makri, journalist and media project manager
Pauline Adès-Mével, Reporters without Borders, spokeswoman, head of European Union & Balkan desk
Maciej Zakrocki, Polish radio and television journalist

Close
Isabel Caño Aguilar, EESC Vice-President
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