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 .../... 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Colleagues, 

 

There are three specific reasons why I am extremely pleased to be speaking to 

you today about the European Constitution, civil dialogue and the democratic 

life of the Union: 

 

• First and foremost, because I welcome the drafting of the Constitution. 

Although I do have reservations about certain aspects, this document will 

seal Europe’s determination to dwell in a common home.  

 

• Second, because I come from a country ravaged by two world wars, 

which broke out because of the absence of dialogue and the resulting 

mutual incomprehension; and because, in that country, discussion of 

socio-economic problems by workers’ and employers’ organisations – 

and other parties – has a very long pedigree.     

 

• Third and last, because the Constitution and civil dialogue will, as I hope 

to demonstrate, strengthen the democratic dimension of the European 

Union. 

 

1. Why strengthen the role of civil society? 

 

Article 46 of the draft Constitution gives new impetus to the idea of a citizens’ 

Europe. Its intention is to overcome the democratic deficit by recognising the 

important role which civil society can play in European integration. 
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 .../... 

As Jean Monnet once said, "Nothing can be achieved without people, nothing 

endures without institutions." It will have taken almost 50 years to make the 

first part of this principle a reality! 

 

Europe’s progress now depends on its citizens.  It cannot rely on a narrow 

circle of politicians, administrators and intellectuals, no matter how well 

intentioned.  Sidelined from the introduction of the Euro – and worse still, 

enlargement – deprived of the resources that would enable them to influence 

issues they feel strongly about, or quite simply seen as superfluous, the citizens 

of Europe have withdrawn their support for the European project, and the 

project itself has run out of steam.  The ongoing process of market integration is 

being driven by competition rules and monetary policy. However, despite 

educational exchange programmes such as Leonardo da Vinci, Erasmus and 

Petra, closer integration between the peoples of Europe is still an abstract idea.     

 

In 1948, the historic Message to Europeans from the Hague Conference, 

attended by many delegates from civil society, stated that, "The union of our 

continent is now needed not only for the salvation of the liberties we have won, 

but also for the extension of their benefits to all mankind". I am pleased that the 

excellent Article 46 on participatory democracy is consistent with this vision.  It 

is an instrument that will help to reconnect the public with the European project.   

 

2. The limits of the traditional political sphere   

 

The provisions in this article are all the more timely in that the traditional 

political sphere has now ceased to be a sufficient means of expressing citizens’ 

expectations.   
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 .../... 

With the appearance of a plethora of information and communication 

technologies over the past 15 years, states can no longer control all the 

information which is disseminated and taken up by civil society. The resulting 

multitude of different points of view enriches debate.  I will come back to this 

point in a moment. 

 

In addition, over recent decades, areas that previously came under the remit of 

the state have been transferred to other agencies, leading to a disruption of its 

traditional roles in production, regulation and redistribution.    

 

1) In many sectors, the state has withdrawn altogether from the 

production of goods and services. Challenges from increased 

competition, globalisation and the Single Act, amongst other 

things, have reduced its role in production to the bare minimum.  

However, despite pressure from GATS and the attacks emanating 

from various departments of the European Commission, the state 

continues to play a role in the production of public goods and 

services, so as to guarantee economic, social and territorial 

cohesion.   

 

2) Since the state tied its own hands with the Stability and Growth 

Pact and transferred the management of monetary policy to the 

rigidly inflation-focused ECB (undeniably a major step forward in 

European integration, although the appropriateness of the ECB’s 

decisions is open to question), its role in regulating the economy 

has also diminished. Moreover, all this took place with no real 

European economic government to ensure proper coordination of 

economic policy, an oversight which the social partners are then 
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 .../... 

asked - or sometimes strongly pressed – to remedy when they 

negotiate salary agreements.   

 

3) Tax reform and the surrender of the budgetary control mechanism 

have also undermined the state’s ability to act in its redistributive 

capacity; this despite the fact that taxation’s power to tilt society 

towards greater or lesser equality and to target particular sources of 

income and expenditure puts it at the heart of economic and social 

democracy. The ideological obsession with discrediting taxation 

also has a knock-on effect on the general level of civic activism at 

both national and EU level. Since the state has not given itself the 

resources to finance public services and since its redistribution 

policy is becoming increasingly restrictive, it then falls, firstly, to 

the employees’ and employers’ organisations working within the 

social dialogue, and secondly, to associations working in the areas 

of environment, social inclusion and local level organisation, to 

meet the social demands traditionally addressed to the state.    

    

3. Using the assets of civil society ?  

 

In response to the limitations of the traditional political sphere and transcending 

social dialogue, civil dialogue could encourage society to support a broad 

range of policies and measures (one only has to think of the Lisbon Strategy) 

but also, and even more importantly, to lend its support to a historic project. 

 

By recognising civil society’s active role, the Constitution provides a new 

rallying point for the European public, makes European integration more 

transparent and easier to understand and gives more long-term coherence 
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to the initiatives undertaken. Whereas political parties are caught up in 

electoral jousting and tend to keep one eye on the opinion polls, the message of 

civil society is more stable and does not fluctuate according to immediate 

circumstances and demands. In this way, the involvement of civil society helps 

to ensure that decisions are relevant and far-sighted.    

 

However, in parallel, civil society can only play its proper role when it has 

reached maturity, in other words, when its various different components have 

managed to find common platforms.   

 

In the spirit of the founding fathers’ call for ‘an ever-closer union between the 

peoples of Europe’, the recognition of civil society can help to overcome the 

divisions between nations. A few months ago, a Eurobarometer opinion poll 

revealed that, although the principles governing the actions of European 

governments may diverge for a multitude of different reasons, Europeans 

themselves share common values.  By using civil dialogue to listen more 

actively to the people of Europe, these political divergences could be overcome.   

 

This brings to mind the Iraq crisis, which has not only highlighted the divisions 

between the 25 but has also, much more seriously, revealed the gap between 

certain governments and their public opinion. The demonstrations against 

military action on 15 February 2003 and subsequent occasions took place in 

both the Fifteen existing and Ten new Member States, in the countries which 

had aligned themselves with the USA’s position as well as those which had 

adopted a more critical stance. The purported division between an old and a new 

Europe was disproved on its streets.  
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The EESC can position itself as one of the relays for public concerns.  We 

will continue our efforts in this direction. The Committee is not the only player, 

but its long experience enables it to serve as a guide for those elements of civil 

society that are still finding their way, thereby combating: 

 

• the passivity which results from people’s feeling that a technocratic 

Europe is being imposed from above and  

 

• the attraction of the simplistic vision propagated by extremist movements 

and parties, heightened by the latter's exclusion from government and the 

resulting irresponsibility of their discourse. 

 

I cannot end my presentation without applauding the courage and lucidity of the 

Convention’s drafters in establishing the citizen’s initiative provision under 

Article 46(4). Under this provision, a minimum of one million citizens coming 

from a significant number of Member States may invite the Commission to draft 

legislation on the basis of their petition. This instrument will help Europe’s 

citizens to reclaim the Union and participate in, rather than merely enduring, it.  

We may also consider that, by opening a possibility for dialogue to lead to 

concrete action, this provision will stimulate dialogue between Europeans, 

which will, in turn, hasten the formation of a European identity.  This is why the 

EESC is calling on the European Commission to endeavour, in a spirit of 

openness, to give concrete expression to Article 46 as soon as possible after the 

adoption of the Constitution. 


