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counterproductive. The Constitutional Convention process failed, according
to Professor Moravcsik,6 “because it runs counter to our consensual social
scientific understanding of how advanced democracies actually work. There
is simply no empirical reason to believe, as the advocates of constitutional
reform clearly believed, that opportunities to participate generate greater
participation and deliberation, or that participation and deliberation
generate political legitimacy.” 

To further complicate the matter, the EU legitimacy’s issues are inextricably
linked with a wider process, affecting the whole fabric of contemporary
representative democracy at the domestic as well as the EU level. As the
democratic institutions move through a “third great transformation”,7 the
problem of size gain triggers the classic trade-off between the effectiveness
of the system and democratic control. 

Institutions become bigger to cope better with globalisation and other
intrusions into national sovereignty, but, in so doing, they also become more
and more detached from the citizens and less accountable to them. The
increasing disillusionment with electoral politics is accompanied by
declining participation, decreased commitment to democratic institutions
and values, and progressive detachment from the public sphere. 

This disenchantment with democracy (‘civic deficit’) is the result of citizens
requiring much more from government and becoming disillusioned when
their requests are not met. The standard problems of public participation at
the domestic level become even more acute at the European level, as its
institutions are far more remote from the citizens. Thus, as Erik Oddvar
Eriksen and John Fossum8 suggest: “This question speaks to the challenge 
of forging democracy at the supranational level; it also brings up the
challenge of sustaining national democracy within an altered European and
global context.”

Overcoming the ‘civic deficit’: the role of deliberative democracy

Deliberative democracy is an attempt to provide an answer to these
problems. It is based on the belief that public debates and collective actions
mediate between European citizens and EU policies and institutions.
Deliberative theories of democracy start from the premise that it is necessary
to find a way to encourage citizens’ participation in political life and link
deliberation to public choices. 
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aimed at decreasing the people’s detachment from the European political
realm. In the democratisation jargon – mainly applied to Least Developed
Countries and, occasionally, to the EU – what is needed is a diffuse sense of
‘democracy ownership’ on behalf of the people, a word borrowed from the
economy which symbolises the concept of property over political resources.
Deliberative democracy is intended to provide the arena in which people
can deliberate with the information they need at their disposal.

The European Commission has launched several initiatives to explore the
conditions and potential for more and better deliberation at the European level. 

Under its Plan D, for example, the ‘European Citizens’ Consultations’ (ECC)
project, led by the King Baudouin Foundation and the ‘Tomorrow’s Europe’
deliberative polling project, conducted by Notre Europe, offer important
precedents and a first set of data to be analysed. Similarly, under 
the 6th Framework Programme (FP6), several projects have been financed
which include among their goals promoting a better understanding of the
conditions under which deliberative democracy at the European level can
be implemented. 

In pausing to reflect on what all these experiences add to the previous stock
of knowledge, we should also ask whether the scientific and financial
investment they involve is worthwhile. Before even pretending to offer a
conclusive assessment of these experiences, the first task is to clarify what
these tools and experiences can offer that is new and different as compared
to previous, existing, scientific tools. 

Most of what we know about the democratic deficit at the public level
comes from survey data, such as the Eurobarometer and other comparative
European surveys. Since its inception, the Eurobarometer has played a
crucial informative role in gauging the state of public consensus on Europe
and European integration. The Eurobarometer series offers a unique set of
data to systematically monitor cross-national developments in changing
public support for (and opposition to) European integration. As stressed by
Ronald Inglehard and Karlheinz Reif,9 these surveys have made it possible
“to gain new insight into the evolution of a sense of European identity, the
quality of life in Western societies and cultural change”. 

The Commission is now asking itself: “What more can be done to gauge
European opinion?”10 Of course, several things can be done to improve the
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developments in survey research into the process more systematically can
help to design better questions, improve sampling practice and offer more
insightful analysis. Eurobarometer could, for example, avail itself more
systematically of the experimental developments in survey research to shed
further light on the conditions under which different policies and institutions
would be supported by European public and why. 

The question, however, is whether this would be enough to help us answer
some of the questions that are troubling us now; questions related to the
conditions under which the creation of an European public sphere is
possible and a truly European political public can become a reality.

In assessing deliberative tools, as compared to other more traditional
instruments, it is important to be clear about the conditions under which
these instruments are supposed to be used. In fact, deliberative democracy
experiments are much more ambitious than survey research and standard
opinion polls. 

By including civil society in the policy process, thus ensuring that larger
portions of society can be involved in political participation, deliberative
democracy aims to create informed arenas of dialogue which allow citizens
to become informed and exchange opinions – among themselves and with
experts and policy-makers – in order to deliberate on political options. 

In this connection, deliberative tools appear to offer interesting potential to
allow researchers and practitioners to better understand the counterfactual
world underlying the Commission’s White Paper philosophy – a world in
which a thoroughly-engaged citizen would be a reality. 

How different would this political world be from the prosaic one we live in
now, and what conditions can make it possible? 

The EU – a ‘unique social creation’

The EU is an historically unique experiment of social creation and Europe is
already an “experimenting society”11 charting a new path in the history of
the Continent. Innovative experimental methods are useful to help us
understand under what conditions we could experience a truly European
demos, overcoming linguistic, historical and cultural barriers. Deliberative
methods such as deliberative polling are appropriate in this context,
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explore counterfactual political worlds, such as the one we want to visit.

To avoid accusations that all this smacks of excessive utopianism, these
experiments must be carefully crafted so that they can help answer the
important questions and address the real problems we face now. 

What really distinguishes good deliberative tools from other, more
manipulative, ones is the extent to which they fulfil the conditions that
deliberative democratic theory deems essential for this to happen, but also
(and at the same time) do not ignore the existing psychological and political
barriers to communication, dialogue and deliberation. 

Deliberative democracy is oriented towards generating a process of
communication, dialogue and deliberation that is ‘transformative’ for the
citizen and strengthens the ‘public spirit.’ To attain these goals,
communication, dialogue and deliberation must be based on equality,
inclusiveness and pluralism. A carefully designed experiment in deliberative
democracy has to ensure that all these three conditions are properly met.

Some research designs are better equipped to fulfil these requirements than
others. For example, a properly conducted deliberative experiment should
be careful to ensure that it brings together a statistical microcosm of the
population to deliberate. It should offer every citizen the same possibility of
taking part, offering each of them some incentives to overcome ‘rational
ignorance’ (where the ‘cost’ of educating oneself on an issue outweighs any
potential benefit one could rationally expect to gain from doing so) and
giving them the possibility to behave more like ‘ideal’ citizens. The
inclusiveness and equality of the citizens stems from truly random sampling. 

Moreover, deliberative experiments should create an environment which
enhances discussion, increases knowledge and motivates citizens to take an
active part in the process of deliberation. The format of the experiment, the
choice and careful training of the moderators, and the balanced and accurate
nature of the information circulated are crucial to ensure the creation of an
environment conducive to discussion among free and equal citizens. 

Similarly, the citizens must be able to interact with a heterogeneous group
of other citizens, with different positions and different arguments from their
own. During the deliberation process, citizens will learn to acknowledge
and respect the plurality of values existing within a polity. In such a way, the
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public spirit.

By giving the participants the possibility to be informed, discuss an issue,
have contact with a variety of different positions, and listen and react to
carefully constructed and balanced arguments and counter-arguments,
deliberation can show what the public would think about an issue under the
ideal conditions of democratic theory. As such, it is a counterfactual
experiment that attempts to explore how different the political world would
be if it was inhabited by thoroughly-engaged citizens.12

Experiments in deliberative democracy

The participatory experiments carried out at the European level so far, albeit in
a piecemeal and uncoordinated way, have been very useful in offering some first
experiences and in training a set of researchers conversant with the problems
posed by such scientific endeavors. At least two further steps are needed now. 

First, a more systematic effort to create a set of carefully designed and
cleverly implemented experiments is required, in order to accumulate
replicable scientific results and evidence in the realm of public opinion
formation and functioning in a multi-level governance system. 

For this reason, deliberative experiments should explore, on the proper
scale, what a truly European demos would think about the EU – and about
specific issues related to some of the policy areas developed by its
institutions – if it knew more and was more involved in the public debate. 

Of course, changes in policy preferences as a result of more informed and
considered opinions are to be expected. Other results will, however, be truly
unprecedented, such as the way people cope with the extraordinary
challenge represented by the multi-lingual nature of this experience. 

Deliberative experiments should be expressly designed to address some of the
issues the Commission and European Parliament are struggling with, such as how
to create the conditions required for improved communication strategies and
how to improve the quality of information made available to European citizens. 

Second, deliberation should be explicitly connected to politics, namely to
the European Parliament elections, to explore how deliberation and
discussion shape policy preferences at election time. As the political science
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literature stresses, in a democracy elections represent the stage in which the
attention paid to politics is at its highest. It is crucial to explore how policy
preferences are shaped by an experience that strives to overcome the
‘nationalistic’ bias of European elections, in order to understand how far
representative democracy can go in Europeanising these elections.

This will move the discussion from preferences to voting behaviour (albeit
through ‘self-reporting’ by citizens as to how they voted), making it possible
to measure how deliberation and discussion affect voting behaviour in
parliamentary elections, both in terms of turn-out and voting preferences.

Pierangelo Isernia is Professor of Political Science and Director of the
Graduate School in Political Science at the University of Siena.
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an Agora Europe

"Political machinery does not act of itself. As it is first made, so it has to be
worked, by men, and even by ordinary men. It needs, not their simple
acquiescence, but their active participation"

John Stuart Mill, 
Considerations On Representative Government (1861)1

by Kalypso Nicolaïdis

We all relish the story of the Rabbi who, when asked to adjudicate in a
dispute, listens to Avi and says: “You are right”; then listens to Shlomo and
says: “You are right,” and then, when their third companion protests: “Rabbi,
you said Avi was right and then you said Shlomo was right, but they cannot
both be right, can they?!”, replies: “You are right.”

I felt similarly torn between two camps – and my own two selves – as the
2007 Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) closed with a ‘two-faced’ deal
between the EU’s Heads of State and Government: the public deal on the
Lisbon Treaty, the Constitution in all but name, and the private deal on its
mode of ratification, all but referenda please.

Those in the first camp – let’s call them Euro-realists – sigh with relief. For
some of them, there was no need for referenda in the first place, as an
intergovernmental EU is about indirect accountability through national
governments and parliaments. With an IGC and an amending treaty, we 
are back to a status quo ante we should never have deviated from. For 
others – realists by necessity – it may or may not be a pity to forego popular
ratification of the Treaty, but direct democratic procedures must be
sacrificed on the altar of the necessity for reform. At this historical juncture,
experimenting with EU democracy is a luxury.

These guys are right. The EU has urgent tasks to attend to internally and on 
the international scene, and it cannot afford another two years of introverted
institutional debates and the risks of demagogy associated with such 
referenda – all the more so if institutional reform is a key to future enlargements.

Those in the second camp refuse such complacency – let’s call them 
Euro-democrats, for want of a better term. How can European governments
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promises of national referenda, they exclaim, as they adopt a text 
which is the same in all but name as the one to which these rejections and
promises applied?

There may, of course, be little in common between British or Danish
sovereignists bent on ratification referenda for instrumental purposes (as a
way to corner either their government, their country’s EU membership or
both) and genuine idealists who espouse a principled belief on the issue.2

But these guys are right – and it will not do to dismiss the idealists’ argument
by lumping them together with their sovereignist co-campaigners. Is the Lisbon
Treaty such a matter of life-and-death for the EU to warrant such hypocrisy?
Surely, the EU has not ground to a halt since the last enlargement – in fact, it
has never been more efficient.3

As some of us had advocated, the best way out of this conundrum would
have been to stick to a real ‘mini treaty’ à la Sarkozy for what was absolutely
necessary and leave the more ambitious stuff for later.4 If the Constitution
was to be served again cold to already cynical European publics, then
ignoring voters would be a sham.

Whatever one thinks about the merits of referenda and the real risk of slippage
they involve, a democratic promise is a democratic promise. Democracy is a
Pandora’s box: once we are engaged on its bumpy road – whether in Ankara,
Algiers or Brussels – we must accept its verdict, come what may. 

In short, if constitutional symbolics matter – as they do to all Eurosceptics – the
document is different and should be allowed to live through elite christening;
if institutional and policy reform is what matters, the document is the same and
its birthrights are deeply compromised. Depending on your leanings, both
camps are right.

Now, you may ask, if both camps are right and given that the die is cast as
far as the Lisbon Treaty is concerned (baring unforeseen developments),
there seems to be no way to square the circle. You are right! Or are you? 

Whether its (democratic) sin was necessary or not, the group of co-conspirators
who can be collectively described as the “European leadership” can breathe a
sigh of relief – and maybe they had indeed run out of options. But what if they
felt a bit, just a bit, of (democratic) guilt?
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forgiveness. Nevertheless, can we not imagine new rituals that could
contribute to our democratic atonement? 

Participatory democracy: how do we do it?

After all, democracy was supposed to be the point of the exercise, even if
the conventioneers dealt with it as an afterthought. 

Echoing the draft Constitution, the Lisbon Treaty itself sets out to strengthen
what it calls “participatory democracy” – in other words democracy that is
not the representative kind, defined by Wikipedia as “a process emphasising
the broad participation (decision-making) of constituents in the direction
and operation of political systems”, as opposed to traditional representative
democracy which limits citizen participation to voting, leaving actual
governance to politicians. 

Over the last few years, increased participation has been mostly associated with
the holding of referenda. So one way to describe the challenge facing European
politicians today is to ask whether participatory democracy could be made to
better complement representative democracy rather than exclusively serve the
rival brand – namely, direct democracy and its favourite instrument, referenda. 

There are, in fact, a number of ways in which citizens (or civil society, as scholars
describe them) can or should ‘participate’ more in politics, be it at the European
or national and local levels. In each case, representative democracy can be
strengthened – but not necessarily. I can distinguish between at least three. 

The first and most mainstream understanding of participatory democracy
relates to participation in governance. Indeed, such participation is, to a
great extent, what distinguishes governance from ‘government’. Here, the
challenge is to create opportunities for all members of a political group to
make meaningful contributions to decision-making, and to broaden the
range of people who have access to such opportunities. 

This track is parallel to representation, where both tracks contribute directly
(even if marginally, in our age of expertise and technocratisation) to collective
rules and decisions about the polity; it is espoused and practised somewhat
haphazardly by the European Commission, and the new Treaty calls for
more. There are many benefits, including the expectation that such decisions
will be better enforced if forged with greater involvement of those concerned.
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indirectly connected to governance per se; i.e. participation in political
deliberation. Here, participation is valued as an end in and of itself, helping to
create better informed and connected ‘citizens’ – certainly what Commission
Vice-President Margot Wallström had in mind when she launched her Plan D
for Democracy, Dialogue and Debate following the rejection of the Constitution
by French and Dutch voters. After all, as John Gray so aptly put it, democracy
can only work “if citizens come back out of their bunkers and start talking”.5

However, part of the problem when the ‘push’ comes from EU institutions is
the prevailing idea that one-way flows of ‘information’ sparkled with a bit of
listening will do the trick. But deliberation based on reason and knowledge
is, of course, a much more demanding and reciprocal process. 

One of the latest incarnations of such a process has been the deliberative
poll carried out under the banner of ‘Tomorrow's Europe’, organised by
Notre Europe, in October 2007.6 This was an attempt to create a microcosm
of an ideal (but non-existent) pan-European community – with language
barriers broken down and discussion fully encouraged – to find out what the
people of Europe “really think” (if there is such a thing as “really thinking”!). 

Another interesting avenue is suggested in a recent Dutch report requested
by the government after the Dutch ‘No’ to the Constitution, which calls,
inter alia, for ex-ante preferenda instead of ex-post referenda on EU issues.7

I believe we can generalise this insight towards a call for promoting a
preferenda culture across Member States, whereby citizens would be
involved early on in major EU-related decisions, be encouraged to debate
with the political class on specific issues and be presented with meaningful
alternative options when consulted. 

In this spirit, healthy conflicts of view within, as well as between, national
polities in Europe can become a force for further mutual engagement,
understood as real mutual recognition.  

Here again, there is little contradiction with democracy of the representative
kind, to the extent at least that such deliberative processes do not lead to
alternative proposals for determining the common good that might be at
odds with classical representative decisions.

But there is a third way to understand participation – participation through
mobilisation (i.e. political activism) which falls more squarely outside the
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consider that the realms of civil society and politics must remain separate to
curb the risk of citizens simply being co-opted into acquiescing to the main
tenets of the political system, and therefore increasing the likelihood of
complacency among, and corruption of, all those involved in politics. 

Under this banner, participation directly rivals representation and involves a
whole range of behaviour more or less connected to resistance, denunciation
and advocacy. It is only through the existence and flowering of this form of
mobilisation, some would argue, that our body politic can remain vibrant and
truly ‘political’; that is, an arena where conflicts over the public good are played
out in full.

It is important to note that, in all cases, participation has to do with 
greater inclusiveness, albeit with different implications as to who should 
be included. 

With governance, selective integration of people in the political process and
self-selection combine to integrate citizens who usually belong to a
knowledge or expert field close to that of bureaucrats or politicians. With
deliberation, the circle widens to interested citizens – or citizens generally,
in the case of the random sampling associated with deliberative polling or
other forms of direct consultation.

But it is with the politics of mobilisation that inclusion of the less powerful
and the marginalised becomes most likely. Inclusiveness here can – and
should – even extend beyond Europe or to non-EU citizens within the
Union. Some would argue that the logic of political activism, based on
common action by like-minded ‘militants’, is antithetic to the deliberative
logic based on the exchange of reasoned arguments.8 A meaningful
democratic atonement would take on a formidable challenge: to bring these
three concentric circles together through the oldest trick of political theatre:
all the characters eventually meet through unity of time and place.

Agora Europe: creating the ‘Woodstock’ of European politics

Such a democratic theatre, we are told, was built in Athens 2,400 years ago. To
be sure, any self-aggrandisement by the Greeks based on this inspiring past
would be more credible if they were to recognise that the democratic
experiment of ancient Greece was both deeply daring and deeply flawed – no
women, barbarians or slaves were allowed in – and that we have an opportunity
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in today’s Europe. 

Some of this spirit was present when the 2003 Greek EU Presidency floated the
idea of creating an ‘Agora Europe’. Since former French President and
Convention Chair Valéry Giscard d’Estaing himself had declared in the 1970s
that Greece’s candidacy for EU membership could not be questioned as
Greece “invented” democracy for Europe, the onus was certainly there. At last,
Greece was to use its historic aura in order to promote bold democratic
advances within the EU.

The Agora Europe that modern-day Greeks had in mind was to meet 
every year in a big European city and bring together hundreds of 
thousands of European politicians and citizens over several days – the
biggest transnational political festival of all times; the Woodstock of
European politics. 

The first ‘round’ could be held in Athens, exploiting the Olympic facilities
and making it the “Olympic Games of European Democracy”. The first
Agora, Agora Europe 2003, would discuss the draft Constitution before it
was even handed over to the Heads of State and Government. 

Iraq and inertia combined to confine the idea to the dustbin of 
European history, alongside countless other such grand projects. Why 
not, however, resurrect it today, as one of the answers to the need for
democratic atonement?

It may certainly be true that Europeans cannot deliberate ‘at 490 million’, 
in 23 languages, across 27 countries. Indeed, according to a SOFRES poll
carried out at the end of the 2007 IGC, half of Europe’s population has never
discussed EU matters with citizens from other countries and only one in 30 have
done so very often. 

However, the current post-Constitutional moment demonstrates that a wide
variety of publics can be interested in discussing the Union with a sizeable
group of other Europeans. Political gatherings can be widely inclusive and
magnified through the media. But at least two ingredients are required if
they are to mobilise people in great numbers, especially the younger
generations: some degree of idealism or contestation (in other words,
questioning of the status quo) and a sense of fun, a festive atmosphere,
meeting new faces, letting go. 
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annual event for the EU; a mix between a political gathering and a festival
that would attract large crowds of all ages from Europe and beyond. 

Who would sponsor such a grand event? The most obvious answer would be to
turn to the natural promoter of democracy in the EU, the European Parliament.
Indeed, the Parliament has recently initiated a series of small-scale Agoras to
foster deliberation on specific themes with ‘civil society’ on its own premises.  

Obviously, even if the Parliament were to take the lead, other EU institutions
would need to support the initiative – starting with the Commission in the
context of Plan D and with the European Council endorsing and promoting
the whole thing – if this was to be a forum where politicians meet citizens. 

But these official EU institutions could not, alone, foster the festive spirit 
that the Agora would strive for. Instead, their role would be to empower 
non-governmental organisations, schools, political parties, movements and
individuals to take the project into their own hands. 

Agora Europe would constitute a large-scale experiment in direct
deliberative and participatory democracy at the trans-national level,
supported by a savvy use of the Internet all year around – a ‘virtual Agora’
including e-voting and e-voice, which could somehow connect with the
face-to-face Agora. 

The event would take place outdoors, include a mix of political debates,
concerts, plays and other ‘happenings’, and would thus constitute a 
highly visible and publicised expression of Europe in action. Its avowed aim
would be to help foster deeper mutual understanding and healthy debate
between our diverse national/regional political cultures, as well as between
politicians and citizens. 

It could be seen and framed as the visible and popular expression of an
emerging European citizenship; critical, multifaceted and open to others. It
would also serve as an umbrella and focal point for an array of trans-European
networks (policy or otherwise), thus contributing not only to deliberation and
mobilisation but also to governance.

Such an initiative would reflect the belief that democracy at the European
level should not replace but rather enhance national democracy by
highlighting the value-added that the EU can bring to its citizens. 
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hopefully support and expand domestic debates, but the EU could 
also play a leadership role in promoting the inclusion in democratic 
debate of groups and individuals who are often not given enough of a voice
in their respective countries. The Agora would not replace the many 
avenues through which the EU institutions consult civil society groups, 
but it could serve to create a time and place where a number of these
initiatives converge. 

The Agora would hopefully grow from year to year, and aim for participation
on a par with the big European festivals. It would mirror the spirit of events
like the European Social Forum (ESF) (with 50,000 participants a year) both
in its multifaceted nature and as a transnational event. 

There are however, at least three fundamental differences between Agora
Europe and an event such as the ESF. 

1. Adversary politics matter. In contrast to gatherings aimed purely at
contestation of the existing political order and activist politics – with their
inevitable homogeneity of thought and participation (according to some
participants, there was no debate for or against the Constitution at ESF
meetings in 2002-04) – this event would be about orchestrating political
conflict and dialogue, and would be explicitly sold as a gathering between
citizens (Europe’s civil society) and politicians or EU actors (political
society), from all levels; for example, cities, regions, governments, national
parliaments and, of course, Brussels institutions. 

Perhaps paradoxically, the Agora would help embed ‘Europe’ in domestic
politics. It could build on, and ‘federate’, other events and initiatives taken
at the domestic level or indeed by the European Parliament itself, including
debates organised around specific themes throughout the year. But as a
place to showcase hard-nosed debate, it would be more exciting than a pure
activist gathering.

2. The power of institutional backers. Because this event would involve
European officialdom, it could draw on institutional resources both in
Brussels and in the Member States. Thus, for instance, education ministries
could be closely associated, encouraging schools and universities to send
groups of students, organise year-long courses or competitions (essays,
drawings, plays, debating tournaments) that could culminate at the Agora at
the end of the year (with the granting of prizes, etc.). An annual deliberative
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such polls on specific issues. 

The Agora’s cross-party character would also help attract wide participation
from political activists, trade unions, pan-European parties, NGOs and
assemblies of all sorts, social movements, with newspapers and other media
encouraged to provide trans-national coverage.

3. A spirit of freedom (let a hundred flowers bloom). These two features
could obviously be seen to constitute a drawback for more anti-conformist
young Europeans – and is it not often through anti-conformism that one’s
interest in politics is sparkled? So it would be important to counter the
Agora’s potentially ‘official flavour’ (no grey suits allowed!) by taking a very
open approach to participation and content, through a decentralised 
use of web-posting of events and initiatives, and involving popular bands
and other personalities from rock to folklore, from chess champions to
football players, from Christos ‘the monument-wrapper’ to light shows and
fireworks experts. 

All this would be designed to ensure that these events would be on a
different scale, and more spectacular and visible, than anything we have
seen before in the EU (which may be why nothing of this sort has been
suggested under the Commission’s Plan D yet). 

Organising a yearly Agora Europe would obviously pose enormous logistical
as well as political challenges for everyone involved. But if it contributed in
some way to popularising European politics, it might yet help curb the
looming populist drift in Europe. And in doing so, it might also contribute just
a little to the democratic atonement of Europe’s political class, at the dawn of
our 21st century.

Kalypso Nicolaïdis is Director of the European Studies Centre and Professor
of International Relations at the University of Oxford.
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the ideas, stupid

by Elizabeth Collett

Young people in Europe are increasingly seen as a ‘threat’ to the future 
of democracy.

Recent surveys in eight European countries found that just 37% of those
aged between 15 and 25 are interested in politics,1 while the most recent
Eurobarometer survey of Young Europeans found that just 20% were
involved in associations or voluntary work.2

This seeming lack of political participation suggests a grim future for
governance at all levels, especially given that the habits of politicking
gained in early life have the potential to become the habits of a lifetime.3

However, this broad conclusion ignores the very real interest young people
have in political issues and participation in politics through methods not
recognised by current institutional political frameworks. 

Rather than simply predicting doom as so many turn away from traditional
political parties, politicians and policy-makers need to re-consider how
deeply this disinterest is rooted and find new ways to engage young people
in both the national and emerging European debate. 

Characteristics of youth political participation

Despite the depressing ‘headline’ opinion poll figures, a closer look at the
evidence suggests a wealth of interest in political issues. Young people
quickly mobilise around specific agendas, such as human rights and the
environment, as well as debates which affect them more closely, such as
employment policies and education. Recent examples of mobilising issues
include the proposed changes in employment law in France in 2005, and
the mass-protests in London and Madrid against the war in Iraq. 

However, this awareness is balanced by a significant distrust of political
institutions and particularly politicians themselves. As a result, party
membership has been declining for several decades (and is closely linked 
to the decrease in partisanship amongst the young4), as has participation 
in elections. 
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possibility that the reason why young people remain on the sidelines is that
there is no political movement which adequately reflects their views and
interests. While this does not have a direct impact on involvement at the
European level, it has been suggested that those who are more engaged at
the local and national level are also more likely to develop an interest in
European politics.5

These trends are not uniform across Europe, either in terms of political
participation or attitudes. According to the Eurobarometer survey, while
62% of young people participated in an election or referendum between
2004 and 2007, the participation rate ranged from 77% in Belgium to just
44% in Ireland.6 Generally, the figures suggest that young citizens of the
EU’s older Member States are more likely to get involved in political life than
those from the newer EU-12.7

Different surveys also reveal different levels of interest in politics amongst
young people – ranging from 37% to 96% – depending on who asks the
question.8 Given the big differences in responses on this issue, it is
questionable how useful these surveys are in determining the degree 
of apathy. 

Why the decline?

From the political perspective, the most obvious cause of disinterest
amongst young people is disillusionment, both with politicians and political
structures. Politicians are perceived as corrupt and full of empty promises,9

while political structures are ineffective at responding to the problems
young people currently face. 

The media has contributed to this, creating a stage for intensive scrutiny of
government ministers’ every word and deed. Today’s ‘instant’, 24-hour
media demands instant responses, and this has had a strong impact on the
public’s view of politics. Compounding this, today’s media-savvy younger
generation is adept at deciphering the subtleties of advertising. The ‘spin’
and ‘on message’ tactics employed by politicians are far less impressive to
them than to their parents. 

Conversely, some researchers have suggested that growing disenchantment
is actually a result of inadequate efforts by political parties to engage young
people on the issues closest to them.10 Certainly, the current demographic
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politicians than their parents. Political parties are also more professionalised
and less reliant on mass membership, resulting in less proactive recruitment
of young people.11

Historically, young people have regularly been a critical factor driving
political change, and this remains the case in Europe. The youth movement
Otpor, developed during the late 1990s in Serbia, is credited with being the
main catalyst for the eventual downfall of Slobodon Milosevic. The
movement spawned similar groups across Eurasia – for example, in Georgia
(Kmara) and the Ukraine (Pora) – many of which were instrumental in
bringing about shifts in power. 

In stable West European countries, it is difficult to envisage a political
scenario which might spark similar political movements amongst young
people. Given the liberal democracies in which European citizens live,
political demonstrations develop around specific issues, in the hope of
influencing – rather than overthrowing – existing political powers.

In addition to the political dynamic, the rapidly changing modern 
world is itself having an effect on young people’s attitudes. We 
live in a globalised, inter-connected and diverse Europe, and as one
commentator noted: “The nation state faces ever increasing difficulty 
in maintaining the credibility of its claim to provide public goods for 
the nation.”12

The effect of the recent credit crisis in the US economy on the various
European economies exemplifies the fact that, more than ever, politicians
are fire-fighting rather than exercising control. This has a negative 
effect on all voters, but particularly on those still developing a 
political consciousness.  

More specifically, the way young people live their lives and use technology
affects their relationship with political life. Increasing consumerism in
Western society also heralds a shift away from collective solidarity and
engagement in politics along ideological lines.13 It merges with a more
individualised sense of the world: young people consider education and
employment to be individual responsibilities, and are thus less reliant upon
governments and far more on markets, to ensure their future prosperity. This
suggests that the private sector will have more influence on today’s
youngsters than politicians and governments. 
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flexible and individual arrangements for political participation can harness
this new, dynamic way of life. 

Certainly, the Internet provides a wealth of opportunity for political
engagement, fostering openness, spreading knowledge and sparking activism.
Politicians have begun to use websites such as Facebook and MySpace, and
online petitions are becoming a commonplace way of lobbying on a
particular issue. It would, however, be a mistake to rely on technology alone:
‘virtual’ activism needs to remain complementary to ‘actual’ activism.14

Individualism also expresses itself through new ways of maintaining and
expanding social contacts. New technologies – mobile phones, e-mail and
Internet groups – have made social networking much simpler, yet more diverse.
Some fear that this will lead to a loss of local community bonds – the foundation
of political participation – but, again, if policy-makers can find a way to adapt
institutional structures to benefit from these communication channels,
participation may increase. 

Finally, it has been suggested that failing to engage in politics is a result of a
preoccupation with the complexities of daily life. A survey conducted
amongst young people in Slovenia found that issues such as long-term
economic dependence on the family and unemployment pressures
conspired to prevent any deep engagement in politics.15

This seems perverse. Dissatisfaction with major aspects of society should
lead to more political participation, not less. However, combine this with a
growing sense of disillusionment in political structures, a concern that
governments could not help even if they wanted to and the very individual
responses that today’s young people have towards collective problems, and
we are left with a generation with a number of issues of concern and few
political outlets for addressing them. 

Participating in European politics

While the emerging globalised environment poses problems for
‘establishment’ politics at the national level, there are opportunities for the EU
to become a new platform for political participation amongst young people. 

The new world of diffuse social networks – transnational and not reliant
upon geography – opens up the possibility for new forms of political
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between young citizens in different countries. At the same time, personal
identity is becoming a more fragmented and elusive concept in the 
national context. Young people may identify more strongly with a 
brand than a nationality, especially if they are disillusioned with national
politics and therefore believe that the latter comes with no significant
political power. 

The so-called ‘post-politicality’ of young people – an interest in issues 
rather than institutions – could become an advantage for a project which 
has traditionally focused on resolving problems rather than adopting
political ideologies. 

While the context changes across Europe, young people increasingly face
the same challenges and are having to confront a number of policy
dilemmas their parents do not face: fears, for example, about the future
burdens imposed by demographic change and concerns that environmental
damage in their lifetimes will be irreversible. 

National politicians are having difficulty addressing these problems effectively
on home territory, but what about the EU? 

The Berlin Declaration published to mark the EU’s 50th anniversary included
a commitment to deliver tangible benefits in specific areas, such as on
environmental issues and job creation. These are key issues for young
people, but they want to deal with them differently from the current 
policy-making generation. 

Structural barriers still exist. The ‘art’ of the EU is mystical to all but a few,
not least because the legislative processes in the Union sometimes defy
logic. There is no uniform curriculum for studying the EU in schools, and
some countries do not currently even include it.16 But in any case, for young
Europeans, the media is a bigger source of information than school 
or university (88% versus 79%) about their rights and responsibilities as an
EU citizen.17

While the EU appears to be doing a good job in inspiring belief in the goals
of the European project, the oft-cited disconnect between citizens and the
institutions suggests that young people’s ability to affect direct change in
Brussels is quite limited – and this is reflected in a lack of trust among young
people in their ability to influence the EU institutions.18
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Parliamentary elections – is inadequate to respond to the needs of the
younger generation (and arguably the older generation as well). Certainly,
some of the mechanisms for engagement favoured by young people, such as
participating in debates with politicians and being consulted on political
decisions, are not available to them.

While Europe may have the potential to inspire young people, it lacks the
mechanisms to communicate the relevant issues and encourage direct
participation. Arguably, knowledge of the institutional processes, though
important, is less vital than including unconventional methods of
participation as part of our conceptualisation of democracy. 

Policy-makers should be looking both at new ways of listening to young
voters and inspiring them through their ideas.

What is, and can be, done? European policies for participation

The European Commission is aware of the need to involve young people in
its work, and has developed various programmes to address their needs and
interests, as well as to engage them in the EU project. 

The 2000-06 Youth Programme brought these initiatives under one umbrella,
and prioritised active citizenship and participation. The new Youth in Action
programme, which runs until 2013, has added a focus on jobs and training,
recognising that encouraging participation alone – without addressing core
issues – is an insufficient European response. 

The youth programmes favour outreach initiatives: examples in 2007 have
included the European Youth Week, a EuroMed Youth Parliament and 
even a Youth Summit to celebrate the EU’s 50th anniversary. The Youth
Summit resulted in a Rome Youth Declaration which focused on the 
issues important to young people. It concluded by stating that governments
should recognise the contribution of youth organisations, but also
alternative forms of participation. The interest is there, but harnessing it
remains difficult. 

The youth programmes also emphasise the need to provide information on
the EU, but the most recent Eurobarometer Survey suggests that the Union
still plays a very small role in educating young people about itself (26% of
young Europeans cited it as a source of information), compared to the media
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knowledge about the EU remains patchy across the continent. The EU needs
to find other methods of engaging young people, not least by fostering
ownership of the Union amongst this generation. 

At national level, governments and non-governmental groups are active in
engaging young people in the European project, with initiatives ranging
from organising trips to visit the institutions to sending out EU diaries to
school children.19 Model parliaments, national debates and inter-cultural
exchanges are all designed to inspire interest in the European project, and 
it is interesting to note that many of these focus on issues rather 
than processes. 

Bursting the ‘Brussels bubble’

The vast majority of initiatives are about making European citizens in the
Member States – in this case, young citizens – understand Europe’s importance.
But there is work to be done in Brussels as well. 

Young professionals working in Brussels – whether passionate about European
integration, deeply sceptical or a little of both – need no convincing of the
EU’s relevance. However, due to the constraints and demands of their work,
they may lose sight of the bigger picture. There are few outlets for some of 
the most talented and erudite graduates of the Member States – and the most
politically engaged – to look again at the key issues facing their generation 
in Europe.

This is what the European Policy Centre’s Ideas Factory is working to rectify.
Run by EPC policy analysts and involving a wide range of young
professionals, it offers a different kind of thinking in Brussels and an
opportunity to look again at the most pressing challenges for this nascent
generation of policy-makers. As such, it aims to play a role in ensuring that
the political ambitions of the current generation are not lost in outdated
political structures and irrelevant political priorities.

By bursting the ‘Brussels bubble’ from within, and assessing what relevance the
EU might have over the next 50 years, this new generation in Brussels – already
expert in the institutions – can refocus on the issues. By doing so, it is hoped
that they can help to re-engage their generation across Europe, and bridge 
the gap which has been growing between the current policy-makers and 
their constituents. 
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professionals in the EU can bring Europe closer to their peers across the
continent, rather than waiting for them to draw closer of their own accord.

Elizabeth Collett is a Policy Analyst at the European Policy Centre and
coordinator of the Ideas Factory.
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