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Europe, elected leaders and citizens: communication issues
Mme la Commissaire, 

Monsieur le Ministre, 

Monsieur le Secrétaire d'Etat, 

Messieurs les Presidents

Messieurs les Députés, 

Madame le Maire, 

Ladies and Gentlemen

It is a great pleasure and honour to be with you in this conference today. 

I strongly believe that Communicating Europe is not a “mission impossible”, but it is certainly a difficult task, given the complexity of the Union and its evolving nature. The perception of the European project is coloured by different historical, linguistic, geopolitical, economical and social aspects.

My role as President of the European Economic and Social Committee is to act as a bridge between Europe and civil society, representing the voices and concerns of "various economic and social components of organised civil society" via our members.

Our Committee has the privileged dimension to have direct contacts with the representatives of European organised civil societies.

Moreover our strong network, made up of our 344 members and the national Economic and Social Councils, offers our Committee the possibility to act as a multiplication and messenger of the European daily reality, by communicating directly with European citizens all around Europe.

We need to ensure that we have continued dialogue on Europe with citizens and not just when we need them to be convinced. 

Civil society organisations have an extremely important role to play and we need to ensure that a space is devoted to them to do this work. 
On the European level we have been supported by many positive initiatives coming from Margot Wallström and the Commission. We have interacted/experimented with the PlanD projects financed by the Commission, we have participated in a wide consultation process on Communication, as well as stakeholder conferences around Europe.

I can also assure you that I, as President of the EESC, will do my best to support the call on the European political parties to address the 27 recommendations of the PlanD programmes and to discuss them with citizens in view of the elections to the European Parliament in 2009.

The EESC has as an institution already formulated OPINIONS on PlanD in 2005 and the White Paper in 2006. We expressed our support for a proper legal base for Communication and we welcomed the focus on developing 'participatory democracy'. We have organised our own stakeholder conferences using the open space method and brought together civil society organisations and representatives of European institutions. On 12 November 2007 we had a PlanD seminar for Press Officers and Communication specialists from national Economic and Social Councils and our Members' host organisations. 

The Member States are key actors in this effort. Heads of State of government and Government Ministers need to take, and demonstrate ownership for the European Project. The EU institutions can do a lot, but Member States have to take the lead.

The citizens will follow the "EU leaders" once they feel directly concerned, once they feel that their action and participatory behaviour can make a difference ….

Setting political priorities and implementing European legislation can only be successful if both are based on a real "image" of citizens' daily problems, needs and expectations.

This image can be and is depicted by our Committee.

I deeply appreciate and endorse Margot Wallström's initiative to set up common Communication objectives and the proposal of an Inter-Institutional Agreement.

I consider that, on Civil Society consultation, we do not need new formal structures. 

The European Economic and Social Committee successfully plays this role. 

To conclude, WHAT ROLE DOES CIVIL SOCIETY WISH TO PLAY?
Clearly, civil society has a major role to play.

Going local is one of the principles of communicating Europe.

Communicating on a regional and local level is essential for involving citizens in the European debate, as it is shown in our experience implementing the Action Plan and Plan D.

Our Committee serves as a bridge between Europe and civil society, representing and voicing the concerns of "the various economic and social components of organised civil society". 

The members of the Committee play an essential role, the role of the '"messenger" in the process of policy formation and in the preparation of decisions at EU level.

I am pleased with the cooperation we have with the other institutions in order to communicate Europe in partnership and I believe that this cooperation can be furthermore improved by working on the same agenda of priorities thus communicating and sharing a common target.

We must understand that nowadays, our citizens are "thirsty" to communicate to us their profound needs, their profound expectations. They need to be reassured that this Europe is made up by them; for them.

Citizens shall understand that "Europe" corresponds to a way of thinking, to a way of living.

The word "Europe" shall and must be identified with prosperity, wealth, security and justice.

The concept of "Europe" corresponds to a set of common values and not to a single country.

Europe….

Elected leaders….. 

Citizens……..

Three words --- One person

The European citizen

Thank you for your attention.
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