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"Which model of society? What kind of governance for the new Europe? 

From representative democracy to participatory democracy?" 
 
Allow me to make a few comments on European governance from the viewpoint of non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), particularly in the candidate countries. In this context I 
would like to share with you the experiences of the Slovak NGO which I represent, 
Transparency International. 
 
The principle of governance implies broad participation by citizens, their interest in 
influencing public affairs, a possibility of proposing alternatives, and trust. It presupposes a 
delegation of power, involving public monitoring. Good governance also requires 
establishing a balance between the authorities and the public monitoring. 
 
When we tackle the subject of governance we need to ask ourselves a number of key 
questions, including: 
 
• How is power structured? 
• How is the balance of interests guaranteed? 

                                                 
1 Transparency International Slovakia, Bajkalská 25, 827 18 Bratislava 

tel.+4212/53411020, fax. +4212/58233304 
danielaz@transparency.sk  



- 2 - 

 .../... 

• Who monitors the exercise of power, or in other words who plays the role of 
"watchdog"? 

• Who ensures the defence of the public interest? 
• Who stimulates the interest of citizens in public affairs? 
 
After giving this definition of governance and of the questions which it calls forth, let us 
consider the means of implementing it at European level, examining the present and future 
situation of European governance. 
 
1. The current situation 
 
According to various documents, the decision-making process at European level is 
regarded as not very transparent, difficult to understand and remote from the interests of the 
citizen. Many citizens do not take an interest in European affairs, and there is a weakening of 
representative democracy shown by the ve ry low turnout at elections. 
 
In the candidate countries there is a residual paternalism, which means that citizens do not 
have a habit of exercising their influence on public authorities. However, very active NGOs 
have been set up, and these are gradually becoming true actors which are capable of 
influencing public affairs, initiating debates and calling the authorities to account. 
 
Public authority - the decision-making power - is becoming globalised and Europeanised, 
shifting towards Brussels, but civil society remains organised more at national level, which is 
also true for the media in the candidate countries. 
 
Thus there is an imbalance, as the tendency to globalisation of public authority is not 
accompanied by globalisation of the independent activities of the NGOs. 
 
Slovak civil society is highly structured and very diverse: it includes the professional 
organisations, organisations which are very close to the government or the political parties, 
also the NGOs, the think tanks etc. Depending on their degree of independence, these 
organisations can propose independent alternatives, monitor the authorities' activities, or 
express critical opinions on these activities ("watchdog" role). 
 
Here it is important to draw a distinction: some NGOs are linked with the government and 
political parties or are funded from public resources, and cannot therefore play the 
independent role which I have just described, even if they are capable of carrying out other 
tasks. 
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Possibilities in terms of social dialogue or dialogue with the European institutions exist to 
some extent for the professional organisations. Thus one could say there are privileged 
interest groups in terms of dialogue, in that the law provides for them to be consulted (trade 
unions, employers). 
 
For future European governance, it must be possible to take into account the broadest range 
of interests, the alternatives and criticisms independent of government and of the best known 
political parties; there must be a formal dialogue where duplicity, later criticism and 
scepticism will thus be avoided. Hence my proposal is that the door should be opened wider 
to let in NGOs and think tanks in the candidate countries. 
 
2. The future of European governance 
 
As regards future European governance, I think that changes are needed not only in the 
official structures (the European institutions) but also in civil society. 
 
2.1 Within the official structures (of the European institutions), increased possibilities 
for participation must be given to civil society and particularly to the NGOs: 
 
• European governance must guarantee the effective representation of citizens' 

interests, increased accountability, transparency, including a culture of transparency, 
credibility and trust; 

 
• The procedures for policy formulation and decision-making must be simplified to 

bring them closer to the citizen (in the context of an institutional reform); 
 
• Mechanisms and instruments must be defined to ensure that civil society, including 

NGOs, has the possibility of participating in the process of forming public opinion 
and decision-making; these should include access to information, access to the 
legislative process, hearings etc. 

 
It is necessary to allow independent opinions to be heard (e.g. by giving the NGOs the 
possibility of expressing their viewpoints on European policies and regulatory proposals, and 
on important decisions generally, by creating posts for experts or observers attached to 
consultative committees, working groups etc., and by facilitating independent monitoring of 
funding activities, and particularly the use of the funds allocated under European programmes 
such as PHARE, SAPARD or the Structural Funds. 
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Platforms for dialogue between candidate countries' NGOs and the EU should also be 
created, and possibilities opened up for debate with the European institutions on any relevant 
questions. 
 
Finally, it would be desirable to support the "globalisation" of the most dynamic NGOs for 
the sake of defending their common interests. 
 
Encouraging the participation of the NGOs can also make possible the opening up of debate 
on subjects which have not been sufficiently discussed so far. 
 
For Slovakia, a good many examples of this kind can be mentioned: experts from the NGOs 
work with ministries (specifically, they have contributed to the central government audit and 
to the reform of the pension system), propose new legislation (such as the law on free access 
to information), take part in the government's and parliament's working groups to prepare 
laws (for example on conflicts of interest, public procurement or the funding of political 
parties). 
 
On the initiative of the NGOs an open system for the formulation of laws and strategies has 
been established. Anyone can make comments or observations on draft laws or on the 
documents dealt with by the government. A collective proposal by NGOs is possible if it has 
the support of at least 300 people. In Slovakia independent observers can legally monitor the 
awarding of public contracts, but without voting rights. In addition the NGOs are invited to 
monitor privatisation measures etc. 
 
2.2 Within civil society, including the NGOs, European governance requires 
organisations to have the capacity to take part in the European dialogue. Such a capacity 
presupposes maturity, expertise, credibility and transparency. 
 
The value of civil society organisations lies in their flexibility, their dynamism, their diversity 
and their non-hierarchical organisation. In this context, the question of quantitative and 
qualitative representation is fairly complicated, particularly on the qualitative side. In order 
to guarantee institutional efficiency, and efficiency in decision-making, a selection might 
need to be made. But the difficult question which then arises is how to make that selection. 
An inadequate selection can lead to the setting up of a merely formal dialogue, or to a 
subsequent criticism of the decisions made. 
 
2.3 To encourage the establishment of a dialogue with civil society, it is also necessary to 
explain the need for participation. 
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I would like here to emphasise the question of training, especially in the context of the 
candidate countries. Citizens need to be helped to understand the system of authority at 
European level, the means and instruments available to the EU, the need for their 
participation, etc. This is not merely a task for the government. 
 
In Slovakia, Transparency International, as an NGO, has taken the initiative in raising 
questions concerning transparency in the public sector, the fight against corruption, and 
public monitoring in the secondary schools and universities. The Slovak NGOs organise 
television debates, e.g. on citizens' rights, decentralisation and corruption. 
 
I would like to conclude by congratulating the European Economic and Social Committee on 
organising this seminar. Discussion can help to give NGOs a chance to take part in the civil 
dialogue and to find mechanisms likely to stimulate the interest and participation of citizens. 
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