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 .../... 

Minister, Ladies and Gentlemen, Friends, 

 

I would like to warmly welcome all of you to the European Economic and 

Social Committee, the home of organised civil society and, therefore, your 

home. 

 

I would especially like to welcome the representatives of European and national 

civil society organisations, national economic and social councils, academia, 

European institutions and many others here today. 

 

I am particularly pleased by the enthusiastic response to our initiative. It is 

testimony both to the timeliness of the conference and the relevance of the 

theme.  

 

The presence of Minister Roche confirms my thoughts in this regard. 

 

So allow me to reiterate my full support, and that of the entire Committee, for 

the efforts undertaken by the Irish presidency of the EU to establish, if possible 

before the European elections, the basis for a consensus that opens the way for 

an agreement by the Intergovernmental Conference on the draft European 

constitution.  

 

There is no reasonable alternative to the draft constitution drawn up by the 

European Convention. 

 

The draft constitution is the culmination of a democratic process of establishing 

the will that imparts a new and much enhanced legitimacy to European 

integration. 
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 .../... 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

It is clear that the European Union is facing a serious crisis of confidence.  

 

The public is only too willing to complain about its inefficiency in a number of 

areas and to highlight its democratic shortcomings.  

 

And yet, the public rejects a return to national positions and the rationale of 

alliances between Member States outside the political framework provided by 

the Union, as evidenced by the fact that a substantial majority supports the 

adoption of the draft constitution. 

 

This only underlines the urgency of finding a lasting solution to this crisis of 

confidence which could call into question not only the Community structures 

but also the basis of the European model of society, particularly its social 

aspects, to the detriment of the ethical principles and values on which European 

integration is built: reconciliation, democracy, solidarity, justice, peace, unity 

and freedom. 

 

Today, it is important to fully recognise this fact, for ethical inspiration is at the 

heart of the general consensus on European identity. 

 

Without this identity, the European Union, which will soon enlarge to embrace 

nearly all the countries of the continent, with their own cultures, languages, 

traditions, constitutions, sensitivities and different histories, cannot exist on a 

sustainable basis as a political community. 
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 .../... 

The draft constitution is a vitally important step in this direction.  

 

It represents significant progress towards a more democratic, solidarity-based, 

transparent, effective and open Union. 

 

Title VI of the draft constitution – The Democratic Life of the Union – is a major 

achievement in this regard as it gives expression to the concern to make 

European citizens full participants in the European integration process and its 

development.  

 

The Committee has welcomed this on a number of occasions. 

 

Admittedly, this is only a first step, but I believe the foundations have been laid 

for addressing not only the democratic deficit but also the participation deficit 

that afflicts the European Union and, it is to be hoped, for finding a lasting 

solution to the crisis of confidence that I mentioned earlier. 

 

Clearly, the European Parliament has a major responsibility as regards the 

political dimension of this process, which I would call the "re-legitimisation" of 

the European venture.  

 

Therefore it is only natural that it is to this institution, in particular, that people 

should turn to remedy the "democratic deficit" in the EU's institutional 

framework and decision-making structures. 

 

But the EU also suffers from a "participation deficit", which cannot be made 

good by parliaments, political bodies and political processes alone. 
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 .../... 

By including a provision on participatory democracy in the draft constitution, 

the Convention, and thus the politicians who sat on it, enshrined as a 

constitutional principle the fact that support from active, committed members of 

the public and the organisations which put across their views and act on their 

behalf is a sine non qua for realising Europe's stated ambition of being a genuine 

area of freedom, democracy, justice and security.  

 

That is equally remarkable. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

The most important instrument of participatory democracy is civil dialogue. 

 

But what do we mean by civil dialogue?  

 

In point of fact, it has no legal basis and there is not even a consensus on the 

concept itself, on what it covers or on the procedures and parties it involves. 

 

IItt  iiss  ffoorr  yyoouu  ttoo  ddiissccuussss  tthhiiss  ssuubbjjeecctt  oovveerr  tthhee  nneexxtt  ttwwoo  ddaayyss..  TThhee  EEuurrooppeeaann  

EEccoonnoommiicc  aanndd  SSoocciiaall  CCoommmmiitttteeee  rreeccooggnniisseess  tthhrreeee  kkiinnddss  ooff  cciivviill  ddiiaalloogguuee::  

 

– firstly, dialogue between European representative organisations of civil 

society themselves on the development and future of the European Union and 

its policies; 

 

– secondly, structured, regular dialogue between these organisations as a whole 

and the European Union; and  
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 .../... 

– thirdly, day-to-day sectoral dialogue between civil society organisations and 

their partners in legislative and executive bodies. 

 

Dialogue is not just about consulting civil society organisations. 

 

It is necessary – I would even go so far as to call it a democratic imperative – 

that civil society be involved in shaping Community policies and decisions and 

– once decisions have been taken – in implementing them. 

 

It is therefore vital to give practical substance to the concept of participatory 

democracy at EU level and civil dialogue, which is the main instrument for 

achieving it. It is also for you to make suggestions and proposals in this regard. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

We cannot have good policies and decisions without consultation, participation 

and the approval of those concerned, and to be effective the interested parties 

must accept decisions. 

 

Participatory democracy, which can only be imagined and applied as a 

complement to representative democracy, meets the demands of modern 

European governance, insofar as it offers many opportunities for listening, 

advice and participation, which make up civil dialogue as we know it. 

 

Structured and institutionalised dialogue between the EU and organised civil 

society takes on particular importance and interest in the context of the 

European Convention's definition of the EU's new constitutional order.  

 



- 6 - 

 .../... 

But it also requires ongoing dialogue among the various organisations of civil 

society.  

 

Only dialogue within civil society will achieve consensus about the process of 

European integration and its development. Unless there is such a consensus, there 

is not much hope of a fruitful or useful exchange of views with the European 

institutions. 

 

This kind of civil dialogue, within the meaning of participatory democracy and 

European governance, can only be effective and efficient if it is part of an 

institutional framework and has a specific platform. 

 

I am confident that the European Economic and Social Committee will play this 

role in the EU's new constitutional order.  

 

By virtue of its make-up, its role, the place it occupies within the Union’s 

political architecture, and its working methods, the Committee has all the 

necessary attributes to, on the one hand, organise exchanges of views between 

civil society representatives driven by different motivations and defending 

different interests and, on the other, facilitate continuous, structured dialogue 

between trans-national and European associations, organisations and federations 

that make up organised civil society and the Union institutions. 

 

The EESC has worked tirelessly in recent years to ensure the greatest possible 

representation of organised civil society and to better carry out its role as the 

institutional representative of organised civil society, but the traditions, customs 

and rights secured are still solid, not to mention the appointment methods for 

Committee members.  
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 .../... 

 

We are fully aware that the EESC, which is undeniably representative, only 

partly reflects the diversity and the development of everything that comes under 

the term "organised civil society". 

 

This is why the Committee is increasingly, and in various ways, involving 

NGOs and European and trans-national networks that are not (yet) represented 

within it in its work though hearings, conferences, seminars, meetings, etc.  

 

Many links have been forged, but I will of course spare you the list. 

 

The most recent and most noteworthy example of the Committee's wish for 

openness and discussion has been the organisation of regular information and 

dialogue meetings on the Convention's work, in cooperation with its vice-

president, Jean-Luc Dehaene , and other members of the Praesidium, with 

European civil society organisations and networks. 

 

Similar meetings no doubt bear out the Committee's wish to increasingly serve 

as a structure for welcoming and listening to organised civil society. 

 

In so doing, the EESC has, for more than three years, repeatedly expressed its 

determination to step up cooperation with European civil society organisations. 

 

The European Commission in particular has reinforced the Committee, by 

making a commitment to cooperate with it in a Protocol signed on 24 September 

2001, in order to enable it to become an “indispensable intermediary between 

the EU institutions and organised civil society”. 
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In this context, I am particularly pleased to inform you that at its last meeting on 

24 February, based on a report drawn up by Mr Bloch-Lainé, the EESC Bureau 

adopted some important proposals for stronger and more structured cooperation 

with European civil society organisations and networks. 

 

These proposals include the creation of a permanent structure to act as a body 

for political liaison and dialogue. 

 

The purpose of this body will be to ensure, on the one hand, a coordinated 

approach of the EESC towards its European partners and, on the other, that 

jointly decided initiatives are followed up. 

 

This report is included in the dossier that you have been provided with, and I 

hope that you will share your views with us during this conference. 

 

Lastly, I hope that these debates will be fruitful and I would like to thank all 

those who have agreed to speak during this conference and who have the very 

difficult task of enlightening us. 

 

Thank you. 


