Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on "Active dialogue with citizens on Europe", adopted by the Commission on 17 June 2009
1.
Rapporteur: Gyula HEGYI (PSE/HU)
2.
EP reference number: A6-0107/2009 / P6-TA_PROV(2009)0154
3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 24 March 2009

4.
Subject: Active dialogue with citizens on Europe

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Culture and Education (CULT)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
In the context of the rejection of the Constitutional Treaty in France and the Netherlands as well as of the negative outcome of the Irish referendum on the Treaty of Lisbon, the resolution suggests that a democratic and transparent European Union will require an enhanced dialogue between citizens and the European institutions, including Parliament, but also an ongoing debate on Europe at European, national and local level.

While people with an inadequate understanding of European Union policies or of the Treaties are more likely to oppose them, the resolution highlights that the knowledge of the European Union and its policies and functioning, but also of the rights enshrined in the Treaties, will be the foundation for restoring citizens' confidence in the European institutions. The resolution claims that communication has not so far been very successful.
The resolution stresses the need to complete the ratification process of the Treaty of Lisbon, which will further increase the transparency of the EU and the involvement of citizens in decision-making processes, as well as the importance and value of the consultation process enabling people to input directly into the policy process at EU level.

The resolution calls on the Commission and Parliament representations in Member States to improve cooperation when it comes to consulting citizens and to extend dialogue to all levels by adapting its message to different target groups according to their social backgrounds. At the same time, the Commission is called upon to launch local, small-scale communication campaigns with the involvement of local actors.

The resolution stresses the importance of introducing European politics and history into the school curricula of each Member State so as to strengthen European values, and of developing the European Studies departments within university programmes. It calls on the Commission to provide financial support for the promotion of these projects.

The resolution welcomes the Commission's internet strategy
 and calls for a better use of the audiovisual material available on Europe by Satellite by establishing links with local television channels and community media.

Lastly, the Commission is called upon to promote programmes and campaigns for encouraging women’s social, political, and cultural activeness.
7.
Response to the requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:
The Commission welcomes this resolution and appreciates Parliament's support to the communication activities in general and the activities of the Commission to tackle this challenge. The Commission fully supports the view expressed in the resolution that a democratic and transparent European Union requires an enhanced dialogue between the citizens and "Brussels". This includes the necessity to stimulate an active debate on Europe at all levels, European, national and local.

As regards paragraphs 1-3, the Commission is trying to provide people in all 27 EU Member States with a solid foundation of basic knowledge about the EU, so that they can understand, but also debate how the European Union could help address the major challenges facing Europe and the world today. Therefore, the Commission creates multiple and more accessible forums for holding these discussions, exploiting all the means and technologies nowadays available – online, in the media and at local level. While only a limited budget is available, the Commission does its utmost to communicate, on different levels, to different audiences and via different modes. Against that backdrop, the Commission does not share the view that the communication has not so far been very successful.

In addition, the Commission considers that communicating about Europe is a joint responsibility. All Institutions as well as Member States should communicate on Europe with the citizens. Therefore as regards paragraphs 7 and 8, the Commission is satisfied with the political declaration “Communicating Europe in Partnership” signed by the Institutions on 22 October 2008 as an important step in achieving this.  In this context, the Commission and Parliament are already coordinating efforts with the Member States on the jointly-agreed communication priorities for 2009 (European elections; energy and climate change; 20th anniversary of the democratic changes in Central and Eastern Europe; Europe's response to the financial crisis and the economic slowdown). The communication plans for the joint priorities build strongly on reinforcing civil dialogue and promoting an active European mindset among EU citizens.

As regards paragraphs 9-11, the Commission recognizes the need to create a clearer access to the EU for the organised civil society as well as individual citizens, and has developed regular dialogue with stakeholders in different formats. These formats take into account the Commission's long standing policy of openness and inclusiveness and reflect the wide differences in the policy fields and the diversity of stakeholders. The Commission consults civil society in a variety of ways including consultation papers, communications, advisory committees, expert groups, workshops and forums. Online consultation is commonly used. Moreover, the Commission may also organize ad hoc meetings and open hearings. In many cases, a consultation is a combination of different tools and takes place in several phases of the preparation of a policy proposal. The Commission has made a commitment to further reinforce the application of the current Minimum Standards for Consultation by introducing a model template for open, public consultations. The template includes an invitation to stakeholder organisations to subscribe to the Register of interest representatives
, where they will be alerted to consultations published on the Commission's single access point for open consultation, Your Voice in Europe
. Use of this template will improve the transparency and coherence of the presentation of stakeholder consultations. Also the Commission Representations play an ever increasing role when it comes to promoting public consultations.

As regards paragraphs 15 and 21, from 2008 to 2009, funding is being granted to a pan-European consultation process as part of "Debate Europe", to solicit citizens' views on European issues which have a direct impact, locally and nationally, on their daily lives, encourage citizens to become more informed about these issues and to discuss and debate them with local opinion-formers.

As regards paragraphs 19 and 36, the Commission supports and complements the communication efforts of the European Parliament and national authorities by carrying out thematic, awareness-raising activities at both European and local levels. Special attention is given to women, young people and first time voters, with dedicated products and activities. To best reflect the needs of the institutions and Member States, communication consists of centralised (headquarter-driven) and decentralised actions. In Member States, the Commission Representations play a special role in running specific country-tailored activities closely liaising with the EP Information Offices (EPIOs) and national authorities. Decentralisation of the awareness raising campaign also helps involve regional and local authorities. Events are organised beyond capitals by the Representations and through the Europe Direct information relays, which provide a platform for regional and local MEPs and politicians.

As regards paragraph 22, the Commission fully agrees that young people at school should learn the basic facts about the EU, as provided by the communication on "Communicating Europe in Partnership"
. However, curricula are a matter for national and sometimes regional governments, not the EU institutions. In addition, according to the subsidiarity principle, the EU cannot directly finance schools or universities in the Member States.

As regards paragraph 25, the EUROPA web site which has become one of the biggest in the world, with a total of 235 million visits in 2008, is undergoing an overhaul. The re-launched website will be more interactive, easier to use and will be adapted to local specificities. It will also correspond more to the practical needs of the visitors and less to the organisational structure of the institutions. A prototype of a new site design was submitted for usability testing early in 2009, with a view to launching the revamped site in the summer. Also the EU Tube, a Commission channel on YouTube has established itself as a major institutional channel, with over 12 million video views.

As regards paragraph 27, a greater coverage of EU issues should be ensured on existing and new audiovisual platforms. The Commission is setting up networks of AV operators that would produce and broadcast programmes on EU affairs on radio, TV and on the internet. The European Radio Network "EuRaNet" started to broadcast in 2008, whereas a TV network should be operational in 2010. Together with Euronews, it is forecasted to reach almost a 100 million EU citizens every week, covering all EU languages. It goes without saying that all media work is carried out with respecting the full editorial independence guaranteed in a charter which is part of the respective contracts.
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