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Europe for you – your vote for Europe
Isabel Caño Aguilar, EESC Vice-President for Communication

Dear participants, dear readers,
The EESC held its 12th Civil Society Media Seminar in Athens, the cradle of democracy.
No better place could have been found to discuss the topic of Reasserting European
values – in which democracy is key.
In three panels, our speakers discussed threats to our European values – equality,
freedom, the rule of law, democracy, human rights and human dignity – as populist
parties gain ground and high quality journalism loses ground all over Europe.
We invited panellists from 11 different Member States – an equal number of men and
women – many of them journalists, but also academics, scholars and representatives of
civil society organisations. They presented their views on anti-democratic and populist
developments all over Europe and gave an insight into specific characteristics in various
Member States.
Populist movements do not just appear out of the blue. The EU and mainstream parties
of the centre left and centre right in EU countries have given too much space to populist
movements by failing to provide their constituents with real answers and to solve burning
issues. These include the economic and social crisis which has lasted over a decade; the
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issue of migration, which we discussed in Vienna in 2016; and how to handle new forms
of media and the rise of fake news, which we discussed in Madrid in 2017.
Populists jump into this vacuum and offer answers – unfortunately by simplifying issues
or using scapegoats and so splitting our societies.
What politicians, civil society organisations and ordinary individuals can take from this
debate is that we need to be much more attentive to and sensitive about the proposals
put forward by these movements. All democratic forces need to work together more
effectively, to work harder on problem solving and to be more outspoken about issues
that are not going well in the EU or in some of the Member States.
The elections in May will be key. It is our choice to vote for Europe and thus for
democracy, for equality, for freedom, for human rights and dignity, for the rule of law
and above all for peace.
I trust you will find this an interesting, perhaps even revealing read and hope that the
issues raised will encourage all of you to think about what every single citizen can do to
keep Europe a prosperous, socially just, peaceful, and united continent.
Isabel Caño Aguilar
EESC Vice-President for Communication
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OPENING SESSION I (22 November 2018)

We need to listen to the people and provide them
with practical answers
Luca Jahier, President of the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC)
Mr Jahier said that Europe's values were not first and foremost for
the rich or well-connected, but for ordinary citizens – employers and
employees, the young and the elderly, the jobless, the sick,
migrants, minorities, etc. – who stand to gain the most from the
protection values afford. The EU had put rules and regulations in
place helping to make our lives and our workplaces safer, healthier,
wealthier and fairer.
However, despite the stability, security, prosperity and peace the European Union had
provided, only around half of Europeans were satisfied with it and we needed to ask
ourselves why.
The main reason why people had lost trust in the EU was that its representatives had for
too long omitted to listen to them. They had ignored people's concerns and worries or
shrugged them off. For too long they had been leaving the answers to populists, racists
and demagogues.
Now it was time to deliver tangible answers since it was no longer acceptable to turn a
blind eye to the greatest setback ever in participatory democracy. It was vital to curb this
trend. This included leading the political debate, providing solutions but also publicising
all the good things that had come along with a united Europe, since people tended to
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overlook the good things in their lives when they had any cause for dissatisfaction, anger
or even fear.
Europe's values had to prevail against any erosive factors, since it was on account of our
values that we had made Europe a better place, maybe even the best and most
attractive place in the world. He concluded with a quotation from Socrates: "The only
good is knowledge, and the only evil is ignorance".

Dialogue between employers and workers and between civil
societies is the only way out of the problems affecting our
continent
Georgios Katrougalos, Greece's Alternate Foreign Minister for European Affairs
For Mr Katrougalos social dialogue was a distinctive trait of
European capitalism, which was very different to both Anglo-Saxon
laissez-faire and the Asian tigers' paternalistic brand of capitalism.
The European model had ensured significant growth rates and
prosperity while evening out social inequalities.
While globalisation was a fact per se, the way a country absorbed its
threats depended on political choices. In Europe, for instance, an aggressive,
neoliberalist ideology had deregulated the basic components of the welfare state. An
example was the tax rate: while in the 1960s in OECD countries the maximum tax rate
had been around 60%, it was now 30%. This had affected states' ability to fund
infrastructure and to play a role in the economy as a major consumer. Furthermore, in
the 1960s, more than 50% of workers had been covered by collective agreements in the
UK as opposed to 20% now. And the UK was not the worst example; there were many
other countries with even lower rates of coverage.
We needed solutions to our problems, but instead it seemed we were only looking for
scapegoats: refugees were taking the place of the Jews of the 1930s. However,
nationalism was no answer. We needed to stay an open society.
Dialogue between employers and employees and between different civil society groups
was the only way out of the problems facing our continent.
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Waste no time in rebutting fake news
Georgios Markopouliotis, head of the European Commission representation in Greece
Fake news about the EU had already been circulating for the past 30
years, accusing the Commission of being over-intrusive and going
as far as to regulate the size and shape of cucumbers and bananas,
remembered Mr Markopouliotis. The spreading of fake news may
have contributed to Brexit. We should not make the same mistake
again and the Commission now was prepared to give strong
institutional responses to fake news.

The EU is the most successful project of the 20th century
Amra Ducic, Ambassador for integration and press officer at the Austrian Chancellery
During its time in the presidency, Austria had pursued its vision of
an EU that focused on the big issues where joint actions were
necessary while taking a step back on smaller-scale matters where
Member States or regions were better placed to act effectively,
explained Ms Ducic.
She also stressed that Austria considered the EU the best success
story of the 20th century, ensuring peace and freedom in Europe.
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Europe stands for finding and providing sustainable solutions
Stavros-Ioannis Benos, President of the DIAZOMA association and former politician
In his keynote speech, Mr Benos outlined three major projects of his
where EU backing and funding had made all the difference:




the reconstruction of Kalamata after the devastating
earthquake of 1986;
the creation of the Citizen Service Centres (CSCs);
and
Diazoma and the preservation of cultural heritage.

For Mr Benos, the experience of carrying out these projects,
spanning some 40 years, had shown that Europe meant finding and providing solutions.
Despite its shortcomings, there had been no greater achievement in modern history than
Europe.
Links:





http://www.benos.gr/16-Speeches-001-Container.asp?Article=040 (in
Greek)
http://www.benos.gr/Kep.asp (in Greek)
http://www.diazoma.gr/en/
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PANEL I: European values versus extremist ideologies
Moderated by Matroni Dikaiakou, Greek journalist

European values include equality and solidarity,
non-discrimination and shared responsibility
Introduction by Adam Rogalewski, EESC member, expert in international and European
relations, All-Poland Alliance of Trade Unions (OPZZ)
Freedom of expression, democracy or the rule of law – rights and
principles that we just took for granted – were based on the values
enshrined in the European Union Treaties, recalled Mr Rogalewski.
European values also included social equality and solidarity, equality
between men and women, non-discrimination and shared
responsibility – values that meant a lot to people, particularly to
workers.
Unfortunately these values were being questioned in many parts of
Europe. We were also seeing more inequality in the distribution of wealth.
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All this played into the hands of populists, who were gaining ground in all Member States,
new and old, affluent and less well-off.
We needed to be aware that these trends were a threat to our values, and stand up
against them to preserve the hard-earned achievements of generations before us.

Many people in Europe have no idea why Europe has been created
and what it stands for
Paula Guisado, data and investigative journalist from Spain
There was a huge gap between the elites and the rest of society, said
Ms Guisado. Ordinary people felt left out and were becoming more
radical, voting for populists – something which mainstream parties
failed to take seriously.
It was not at all sure whether people in Europe really had a clear idea
of what Europe was about. Since we were so lucky to live in an area of
peace, many Europeans had no personal memory of war. They had
nearly forgotten what Europe and its institutions stood for.
Spaniards had a fresher memory of the hardships of dictatorship and this was probably
one of the reasons why the far-right movements there were still marginalised. They
remembered their longing during Franco's dictatorship to be part of Europe and accession
as a dream come true.
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Spell out your vision of Europe – of politics, society, religion, etc. –
and stick to it
Anna-Lena Lodenius, journalist, author and lecturer
Ms Lodenius referred to social democratic parties that had lost their
constituency of blue collar workers all over Europe. For a long time
the working class had believed that social democrats meant justice,
a better life, more money and better conditions, but they did not
believe this anymore. Another cause of disappointment with the
social democrats was their failure to provide an answer to
migration.
In addition, while blue collar workers had dwindled in number, the
social democrats had failed to win over better educated voters. They were also trapped in
nostalgia for their great achievements during the 1970s and 1980s. However, society and
demands had changed, and transformation was not an easy process. Complexity had also
increased.
In a globalised world, people felt lost and tended to focus on identity, who we were and
where we came from. Populists jumped in to fill this vacuum blaming the elites for
problems and distancing themselves from the latter so that people could identify more
easily with them. While cashing in on migration, they also had a more general nationalist
approach reviving old ideas of family values, Christianity, national identity, economic
protectionism, etc.
Therefore it was important that politicians spell out their vision of Europe – their political
objectives and ideas on climate change, culture, equality, religion, etc. These were the
important things we needed to talk about. In order to deal with the new Europe and its
problems we needed serious European politicians, seldom to be found in populist parties.
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The Austrian example rebuts the theory that populist parties gain
where economic and social problems prevail
Barbara Tóth, journalist, historian, author and lecturer
Ms Tóth tried to explain the rise of populist parties in Austria,
stating that it was said that populism thrived where problems were.
But Austria was a prosperous country and yet had strong populist
movements, which could be explained by other issues than
economic and social problems:






Austria's well-documented authoritarian streak,
emerging from its history of monarchy, aristocracy,
National Socialism and social stratification;
post-1945 Austria did not go through the same "reeducation" process as Germany;
media diversification was relatively new;
the Freedom Party was not new: it had been a constant feature of the
Austrian political landscape since 1949. It had only changed from an antiSemitic, German nationalist party to an anti-Islamist and more folkloric
Austrian patriotic party.

With the refugee crisis, the new Conservative leader had taken over and adopted the
Freedom Party's values. Under his leadership, the Conservatives had won the elections
and now appeared as the softer, more polite version of the Freedom Party, whose leader
in turn now rather looked like a copy of the new Chancellor.

The issue is not populism, but rather what mainstream parties are
not doing
Intervention of Andrej Zaslove, assistant professor at the Department of Political
Science at Radboud University, Nijmegen, Netherlands
Mr Zaslove stressed that populism was nothing new – it had begun
in the 1990s and was there to stay. We should not ask how to stop
it, but rather discuss what mainstream parties were failing to do.
Mainstream parties, both left and right, had completely lost their
identity; they did not know any more what they stood for.
Our societies had completely changed, we saw fragmentation and
polarisation, but the mainstream parties still had a catch-all
mentality and thought they could turn the situation around.
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However, the catch-all strategy watered down their identity, making more room for
populism.
The general phenomenon of populism had something to do with changing notions about
authorities and political representation. This was a broad political phenomenon that went
beyond left and right and was becoming part of our society.
Even though populists' answers were not always right, some of the questions they were
raising were relevant. And no single social democrat party was questioning the austerity
policies that had increased poverty.
In addition, labelling needed to be used carefully. Populists for instance might be a
challenge for democracy, but were not extremists. When it came to extremism, it needed
to be named as such; the same applied to fascism or populism. It was necessary to use
the words properly in order to depolarise the debate.
With regard to the EU, Mr Zaslove said, that it did not bond with its citizens. EU leaders
must come down from their Brussels pedestal where they were seen as detached and
talk to people at local level, not just preach to the converted. They could communicate
on complex issues, when they had the right narrative.
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PANEL II: Liberal democracy is facing growing moves
towards illiberal democracy in some Member States
Moderated by Christina Siganidou, journalist and TV presenter

Liberal democracy and European cohesion are both under threat
Introduction by Violeta Jelić, EESC member, secretary-general of the Croatian Chamber
of Trades and Crafts (HOK)
Ms Jelić said that the economic and migration crises had caused a
strong wave of nationalism and radicalism in Europe, with populist
leaders gaining ground even in stable democracies like Sweden or
Germany.
Disagreements between Member States and the EU's perceived
incapacity to solve problems frustrated citizens and made them
more and more receptive to unruly leaders who claimed they could
fix things. It was no surprise that such leaders found more acceptance in former Eastern
bloc countries, where the trauma of domination by big external powers was still alive.
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New populist leaders, however, were against liberal checks and balances and did not see
the need for constitutional restraints that were a central part of EU law. The major
challenge was therefore not only to liberal democracy, but also to Europe's cohesion.

Media independence is coming under attack
Marius Dragomir, director of the Center for Media, Data and Society at the Central
European University
With regard to populist parties' view on the media, Mr Dragomir
said that there was a tendency in populist parties to attack the
media, particularly the public media, which were financed by
licence fees ensuring them a degree of independence. We had
witnessed attacks in Slovakia and cuts in Denmark, and in Austria
there was a debate going on.
More importantly, we were witnessing a trend towards media
capture, that was to say, moves to control the media by influencing media regulation,
manipulating funding of news media and takeover of commercial media.
Nearly all countries were affected. In the Czech Republic the Prime Minister had bought a
number of media outlets. In Slovakia and Poland there had been similar cases. But the
classic example of media capture was Hungary, where oligarchs associated with the
ruling party owned 70-90% of the media. Physical attacks against media independence
were also taking place in Europe, which had experienced the murders of several
journalists in 2018.
A positive development, on the other hand, was the rise of cross-border investigative
journalism with greater and greater impact. Cross-border investigations should be funded
and protected as much as possible. At present, they were mainly supported by
philanthropists. The principle was to increase both impact and the protection of individual
journalists by breaking the story in several countries at the same time.
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Pay for the kind of media you want to see
Boris Kálnoky, Hungarian-American-German Middle East correspondent, Die Welt
According to Mr Kálnoky politicians never really liked mainstream
media but they needed them in order to give interviews. This had
changed – they could now use social media and just tweet their
messages. In this sense mainstream media had become less
important for politicians.
However, the greatest danger for independent journalism was that
people in the age of the Internet were no longer prepared to pay for
news. As a consequence, news organisations had become very
vulnerable to manipulation attempts by politics and to media capture
for their survival.
Ten years ago there were 55 000 journalists in the Unites States. 32 000 of these jobs
had vanished and many media outlets had been shut down. For consumers this meant
less information, less quality of information, less direct coverage from the field.
The Washington Post today belonged to the owner of Amazon.com. Thus it could not
reasonably be expected that it would publish a hard investigation piece about
Amazon.com.
In France, every mainstream media outlet was now owned by a major corporation and
research had shown that no single investigative piece had been published since the
change of status. This job was left to small, private online platforms.
People needed to be encouraged to pay for the kind of media they wanted to see. It was
the only way to ensure the survival of high-quality journalism.

The EU is not an end in itself, but one recipe for pooling resources
and developing solidarity and cooperation
Sébastien Maillard, former journalist, director of the Jacques Delors Institute
Mr Maillard referred to another problem the media were facing, which was the pressure
to produce news at record speed. This race against time worked against the quality of
information, which required putting facts into perspective, adding to the factors which
were killing high-quality journalism.
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Europe's current crisis had multiple causes. There were no leaders
playing a role comparable to that of Jacques Delors in the 1980s.
With Merkel weakened, Macron was relatively isolated. There was a
loss of confidence as a result of globalisation, which had hit Europe
hard, with many people feeling they had been left behind rather than
come out on top. Corruption was turning voters towards antiestablishment parties. Demographic change was experienced as a
threat to collective identity and made people turn to nationalism for
protection.
However, the EU must not be a fetish and was not an end in itself. The basic idea behind
it was to pool resources and develop solidarity and cooperation. At present, this
cooperation took the form of the EU, but this did not mean it could not take other forms.
It was also important for this cooperation to be voluntary, which is what had made Brexit
possible, even if painful or shameful, as a sign that a country could leave the club if it so
decided.

The EU's traditional legal and political tools are not suitable to
counter the proliferation of illiberalism
Edit Zgut, political analyst, journalist and teacher
Ms Zgut stressed that democratic backsliding was a process that
was gaining momentum across Europe, not just in Eastern
countries. Hungary and Poland were in the lead, Hungary being
more "advanced" towards authoritarianism both politically and
institutionally, while in Poland the illiberal regime was still in its
infancy.
In the case of Hungary, the term competitive authoritarian regime
was more appropriate than "illiberal democracy" to describe a system where the
government was formally replaceable in free elections, but worked to create an uneven
playing field, making replacement increasingly difficult even in the face of a strong
opposition. There were hardly any checks and balances in Hungary. The EU's traditional
legal and political tools were not suitable for countering the proliferation of illiberalism.
The new budget negotiations offered a chance to bring in some anti-corruption
conditionality to obtain funds, since 95% of Hungarian investment had been co-funded
by the European Union, which had therefore been crucial for Hungary's economic
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success. However, what would never work was Germany's and Sweden's proposed
conditionality based on the mandatory relocation of refugees.

OPENING SESSION II (23 November 2018)

If Europe misses the boat in the area of technological progress, its
democratic model is also challenged
Georgos Vernicos, president of the Greek Economic and
Social Council (ESC)
According to Mr Vernicos, Europe had always had a dilemma:
whether to build a union of markets or a union of values. Many
attempts had been made to clarify that the future of the EU – which
was one of the most important political ventures in history, a
complex and pioneering project – could only be based on a union of
values. The common point of reference for citizens had to be values,
which were the fruit of Europe's history and the hard core of the
Union's identity, helping to define every citizen.
The Greek ESC and the EESC had worked a great deal on the issue of the future of
Europe, always bearing in mind the EESC's mission, which was to give Europe a more
human-centric, less technocratic face and reconciling policy with the complexity of reality
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for that was where the difficulty lay: combining democracy with wealth and more equality
at the same time as promoting a European vision was a pretty difficult thing to do.
Democracy also included the ambition of increasing wealth and decreasing inequality, as
well as linking democracy to the issues of efficiency and effectiveness. For Europe, this
meant that it needed to be in the front of technological progress, whereas currently it
had lost ground in technical progress and was coming under pressure from the US and
China. If Europe missed this technical opportunity, its democratic model would also be
marginalised.

PANEL III: The role of organised civil society in
defending a democratic, value-based, united Europe

Moderated by Sarantis Michalopoulos, journalist
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Civil society needs to stand up against populist movements and
better explain the advantages of Europe to individual citizens
Introduction by Arno Metzler, president of the EESC Diversity Europe group
Mr Metzler said that the EU's founding fathers, with their terrible
experience of two world wars, had been well aware that good
policies could only be sustainable by involving civil society in their
making.
Currently Europe was at a crossroads and populist movements were
gaining strength. Most populist leaders were found on the radical
right, such as Marine Le Pen, Matteo Salvini, Victor Orbán or Donald
Trump, combining populism with anti-immigrant nativism and authoritarianism.
This was an unhealthy development that no democrat, no citizen and particularly no civil
society organisation could look at and remain silent about. Democratic forces needed to
stand up against such movements and provide viable alternatives, but also showcase all
the positive, objective effects of European integration, starting with 60 years of peace,
for which we needed to be grateful.

Partnership among civil society organisations is key in the fight for
European values and against populist governments
Jolanta Kurska, writer and journalist, chair of the Bronisław Geremek foundation
Describing the situation in Poland, Ms Kurska said that the current
Polish government was not in line with European values, but was
rather an autocratic regime.
Answering the question where civil society was when the
nationalists and populists took over power, she said that, at first, it
was difficult to understand that some red lines had been crossed by
the party in power while civil society was not fully aware of this.
Ms Kurska stressed that one should not forget that the government
came to power through a democratic election.
When the new government came to power, they immediately started to deplete
democracy of all substance, violate the separation of powers and take control of public
media.
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In 2015 civil society started to oppose this development, rising up against the attack on
the Constitutional Court, but also speaking out in defence of women's right to abortion,
so that the government was forced to step back.
Civil society also mobilised when the Minister of Justice and General Public Prosecutor
(two positions held by the same person) passed a law allowing him to replace the
presidents of the Common Courts by people connected with the government.
Civil society set up a coalition of non-governmental organisations, supported by artists,
academics, journalists and, eventually, by politicians, and brought the matter to the
European Commission. Then it was referred to the European Court of Justice in
Luxembourg, which Ms Kurska described as "our" Court and not, as the populists called
it, a "foreign" Court. Civil society had won this case, and the reform of the Supreme
Court been withdrawn.

Europe's failure to solve some burning issues has driven voters
into the arms of populists
Lorenzo Pregliasco, co-founder of You Trend and of the research start-up Quorum
Mr Pregliasco painted a picture of what had happened to mainstream
parties during the last few years in Europe, and the electoral defeats
that both the centre-left and the centre-right had suffered in several
European countries.
Figures from Italy showed that in 2008, the two major mainstream
parties – the centre-left Democratic Party and the centre-right
People of Freedom (PDL), had won 26 million votes in the general
election.
In March 2018 they obtained only 11 million votes in the general election, which signified
a drop from 71% to 33% of valid ballots. This was mainly the consequence of other
political players coming to the fore, such as The League and the Five Star Movement,
which were now governing Italy.
In 1998, 12 million people in Europe were under governments in which at least one party
was considered by experts and analysts as a populist party, as opposed to 117 million
people now. The Guardian estimated that more than 25% of votes in the latest national
elections across Europe had gone to populists, especially right-wing parties.
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Mr Pregliasco saw three reasons behind this development:





firstly, the economic and social crisis which had held Europe in its grip from
2008 to at least to 2014. There was an extremely high correlation between
unemployment rates and the electoral performance of the antiestablishment Five Star Movement;
secondly, the way the refugee crisis and immigration in general had been
dealt with by both European institutions and European governments; and
thirdly, populist or non-establishment and anti-establishment parties
appeared to be much more skilful in using the new media environment.

Talk about the shortcomings of integration to take the wind out of
the extreme right's sails
Tuba Sarica, blogger and author
Ms Sarica believed that because of her Turkish and Muslim
background, she did not have the chance to enjoy the advantages
Europe offered, but had always been attached to European values
and had consciously made the decision to live as a European.
However, in her broader circle of Turkish friends and family, she saw
anti-European sentiment, with children being raised with an antiwestern attitude right in the middle of Europe. This was also shown
by the fact that 63% of the Turks living in Germany had voted for Mr
Erdogan.
German and European people sensed these problems of nonintegration, but felt they were not really allowed to talk about them, fearing that if they
did, they would be called racist or even Nazi. They reacted by voting for the far right, the
only parties that raised the problem of integration.
She therefore encouraged a public debate about the shortcomings of integration and
problems in relations with the Muslim community. Politicians had to be brave and state
the problems, because the more we avoided voicing criticism and discussing these
issues, the more people would follow extreme right parties, something which was not in
the interest of Europeans.
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European identification should be fostered, starting from
kindergarten
Zuzana Števulová, lawyer, lecturer and activist
Ms Števulová described the situation in her country regarding
acceptance of refugees, and said that Slovaks had always perceived
their country as a transit country for refugees. This understanding
determined how Slovakia experienced migration and refugee
policies.
Interestingly, these attitudes were matched by the perception of
refugees in asylum camps and detention centres, who did not
consider Slovakia as their destination country either.
Then, all of a sudden, in 2015 Slovakia was asked to accept 1 800 refugees, which was
equal to the number of beneficiaries of international protection that Slovakia had taken in
over the previous 25 years. People and politicians were overstretched; migration had
spurred a cultural war and been misrepresented in a more and more emotional debate.
Ms Števulová suggested that migration should be treated as any other public governance
issue. Emphasising the ordeals suffered by refugees was not enough; there was also a
need to talk openly and neutrally about various issues related to migration and
integration, also talking about the less positive or even negative experience.
Although experts might consider the fears of majority of population as manifestly
unfounded or even ridiculous, we have to treat these people and their emotional
reactions with respect and learn how to talk to them and make them understand facts
instead of hoaxes.
As regards the EU, people in Slovakia enjoyed the advantages of being part of it but did
not feel committed to EU policy. Politicians should therefore foster European
identification, starting from kindergarten.
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