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Dear Governor 

Distinguished guests and colleagues 

 

It is with great pleasure that we, the members of the Diversity Europe Group of the European 

Economic and Social Committee (EESC) are here with you today in Feldkirch. Congratulations for its 

800 years' birthday. I would like to begin my speech by thanking our three very generous partners: the 

Chamber of Labour in Voralberg, the Wirtschaftskammer Vorarlberg and the city of Feldkirch. Not 

forgetting of course our esteemed Vice-President and friend, Alfred Gajdosik. The engagement of all 

of you has clearly borne fruit! I am also particularly pleased that we, the Diversity Group of the 

European Economic and Social Committee (EESC), decided to organise this event in Feldkirch. When 

you do not come to Europe, Europe comes to you.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, it is easy to get lost in historical reveries. Even more so when we reflect on the 

fact that populism in Europe is today at its highest levels since the 1930s. The average populist vote in 

EU Member States now stands at 24%, up from 8.5% in the year 2000. Right or left-wing populists are 

present in numerous European governments. In other Member States, populists are setting the agenda 

whilst in opposition, forcing moderate parties to embrace extremist policies. This is despite the fact 

that economic growth in Europe is at its strongest for a decade and that unemployment has declined. It 

is despite the fact that 58% of Europeans declare themselves to be optimistic about the future of the 

EU. 74% support the Single Currency and 70% feel that they are citizens of the EU. Obviously, the 

reasons for the rise and continued appeal of populism and EU-scepticism go far beyond these pre-

occupations. In short, today we are asking three questions: what causes populism and EU-scepticism? 

Where does it occur? And what impact does civil society have on its emergence and propagation? 

 

I am very pleased that we will be honoured today with the launch of a study that the Diversity Europe 

Group commissioned. Entitled "Societies outside Metropoles: the role of civil society organisations in 

facing populism", we will hear how and why populism has emerged in certain regions in Austria, 

France, Italy and Poland. What is interesting about this study is that it makes comparisons among 

regions in the same countries. One less and one more advantaged region – what are the differences and 

why do they exist? Although we have selected certain regions for our study, I am certain that we could 

scientifically come to the same conclusions in other regions, in other European countries. 

 

In the course of the day, we will also focus on the levels of EU-scepticism that exist in Member States, 

at varying levels. We will also examine how the EU has dealt with societal challenges and the 

contribution of civil society. We will review the impact of EU membership on employment levels and 

economic progress. Looking closely at the importance of a skilled workforce, inclusive policies and 

labour markets. In a nutshell, we will reflect on the state of democracy in Europe and on the 

possibilities for civil society to fulfil its democratic role. We are only seven months from the elections 

to the European Parliament - a parliament which is at the heart of the European legislative process. So 

it really is time to wake up as citizens and civil society!   

 

There is no doubt that economic decline and social instability are very important to explaining the 

increased support for populists in Europe. However, they constitute only one of many factors. In 

wealthy European regions, economic decline and social instability cannot explain support for 

populism. So we must also look to other problems for answers. There are other crucial factors which 
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have directly influenced voters. For example, the need for leadership and visions, solutions – not only 

problemsPicking the right "enemies" of course is key today!  

 

At the same time we should not forget that one of the reasons for increasing populism in Europe 

in the last years is the mis-management of the European Union. EU institutions could not 

manage to deliver satisfactory and reasonable for all member states solutions to problems like a 

migration crisis. This created a niche for development of populim… And here is the chance of 

the special role of the civil society. To act, to raise awareness among EU citizens, to oppose 

populism and propose workable solutions. Civil society across Europe should be proactive not 

ALLOWING POPULISM TO BECOME THE NEW NORMAL.  

 

For populist supporters, it is also a question of pitting the "People against the Elites". Populist 

sympathisers are driven by promises that citizens will be able to control the political elite and make 

the State work in their favour. Young voters in particular are attracted to the idea that populist parties 

can bring positive change to stagnant political systems. The irony is that increasing numbers of socio-

professional elites are themselves turning towards populist parties. Hence, today, we can speak of 

some elites becoming themselves "infected" by populism. Worryingly, this is becoming increasingly 

socially acceptable. 

 

In all cases, the common factor is a heightened sense of insecurity among voters. Real or perceived 

insecurities –it does not matter. Fuelled by fake news and the anonymity of social media. In contrast, 

mainstream political parties have in general failed to directly address emotive issues. This is a mistake, 

particularly as we know the main concerns of Europeans. At EU level, it is migration and terrorism. At 

national level, it is unemployment, health and social security, immigration (data from Eurostat 

surveys). 

 

So we are facing a very complex situation which requires multiple solutions. And if we return to 

the question of our conference today, what can cure EU-scepticism, the answer is: Only delivery 

of reasonable, responsible, pro-European solutions of the problems at EU level as well as at 

regional level could persuade EU citizens that the EU as such is the only alternative for common, 

peaceful European future.   

 

Ultimately, our greatest hope to overcome populism lies in our own democratic system. Specifically, 

in our civil society, which can help prevent and limit the appeal of populist parties at home. For 

populism and EU-scepticism will have to be fought, at all levels: regional,  national and European 

levels. In this, each and every one of us has our responsibilities. We must focus our energy towards 

communicating and defending the EU's achievements and its positive impact on citizen's daily lives. 

We should combat misinformation and disinformation on Europe and emphasise the tangible benefits 

of tolerance, plurality and inclusion.  

 

But it will not be easy. Particularly with the shrinking space for civil society which is emerging even 

in the most "open" civil societies. 

 

We as members of the EESC have a double responsibility. To step up our activities linking the 

European and national levels. To strengthen national and European networks. We must also engage in 

an open informative discussion on populism and EU-scepticism within our own house, the EESC. 
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The EU as a whole must also actively listen and engage in dialogue, not only  speaking at citizens. 

Many citizens feel that they are not being heard by the EU. They also feel that they have been forced 

to accept common EU policies that they do not want, such as the free movement of persons. Clearly, 

EU policies should be much more responsive to proposals by citizens and civil society, giving them a 

reason to be involved and encouraging bottom-up participation. Localities, cities and regions in 

particular should develop a common European purpose. Both EESC and CoR have to face these new 

challenges.  

 

What must be made clear is that nobody is asking citizens to abandon their cultural, regional nor 

national identities. Europe is about our regions. It is about openness. It is about diversity. This is also 

why we decided to change the name of our Group to "Diversity Europe": Nonetheless, I think that we 

have now realised that the EU should have paid more attention to forging a European identity with 

national roots. We have built "Europe" – now let's build "Europeans"! European Irish, European 

Croats, European Poles! However, for this we need a definite bottom-up approach. Where citizens 

themselves ask for more integration, instead of the bureaucrats. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, I will bring my introduction to a close with a reference to the Austrian 

intellectual Karl Popper, who in 1945 published the book "The Open Society and its Enemies". 

Writing against totalitarianism, Popper argued that a healthy society needs competition for ideas. 

Today conference is a proof for that.  

 

Thank you for your attention. 

 

_____________ 

 


