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Period of reflection on the Constitutional Treaty: 

state of play eight month ahead of the June Council

20.02.2006

In June 2005 the European Council
 decided to postpone the ratification deadline until mid 2007: the state of discussions on ratification will be examined by the European Council in the first half of 2006. 

In between, a “period of reflection”, was launched to “enable a broad debate to take place in each of our countries, involving citizens, civil society, social partners, national parliaments and political parties. This debate, designed to generate interest, which is already under way in many Member States, must be intensified and broadened. The European institutions will also have to make their contribution, with the Commission playing a special role in this regard”. 

The 15-16 June 2006 European Council will decide whether to extend the period of reflection
 and the ratification deadline. Will the debates have provided sufficient input by then? This briefing aims at drawing up of first state of play of the period of reflection, both at EU and national level.  

1. Reactions from European Institutions

The European Commission as a facilitator - The Commission has played 
 a rather “low profile” since then. Most of its strategy is concentrated in Plan D and the Communication White Paper
 which insist that the Commission should be above all a facilitator of debates. It is also very careful not to be seen as denying the referenda’s outcomes, made no proposal as to the text’s future and has so far rejected “cherry picking of some parts of the text”
, in particular the European Citizens’ Initiative. 

More specifically, the Commission will prepare a report on the Period of Reflection ahead of the June Council, which will be based on national visits undertaken by the President and Vice President (especially Margot Wallström), a special Eurobarometer report, discussion forums and the Conferences to be held on 9th May. 

European Parliament calls for a Constitution for 2009 and suggests debate framework- Rather critical of the Commission’s perceived lack of leadership, the European Parliament intends to become a driving force in the period of reflection and   adopted a resolution on the “period of reflection” on the Constitutional Treaty on 19 January, by 385 in favour, 125 against and 51 abstentions.  

· http://www.europarl.eu.int/omk/sipade3?TYPE-DOC=TA&REF=P6-TA-2006-0027&MODE=SIP&L=EN&LSTDOC=N
The report argues that no further enlargement, after Romania and Bulgaria, is possible on the basis of the Treaty of Nice (not a “viable basis for the continuation of the integration process”) and calls for a Constitution for 2009, to ensure a democratic and effective EU. It also stresses the need for broad public debate on the future of European integration guided by common topics and with clear political goals, including a series of Parliamentary Forums, starting in Spring 2006. 

As to ways out of the current stalemate, different outcomes of the public debate are envisaged, from abandoning the constitutional project to continuing with ratification, from seeking to clarify the present text to complete re-drafting. It also lists the limited number of democratic reforms that can be implemented without the Constitutional Treaty; enhanced Council transparency, citizens’ initiative, improvement of comitology procedure, use of “passerelle clause” in the field of justice and home affairs, scrutiny by national parliaments. Regarding the specific contribution of civil society, it calls on citizens’ petitions that contribute to shaping the debate, invites Member States to organise “Citizens’ Forums” at national, regional, local level. It also urges civil society organisations to include the entry into force of the constitution as one of their priorities for discussion and debate. 

The European Council - After launching the period of reflection in June 2005, the European Council will decide in June 2006 whether to extend the reflection period and extend the deadline for ratification. 

2. What has happened in the Member States

In December 2005, the Council published an interim report on the period of reflection in the Member States: http://register.consilium.eu.int/pdf/en/05/st15/st15576.en05.pdf.  It is particularly welcome, as no overview is available on the Constitutional Treaty’s website
, but is narrative and based on country-by-country reports with no overall assessment.  

A debate on Europe’s rather than the Constitutional Treaty’s future – Despite strong differences of focus and actors, Member States’ activities during the period of reflection generally serve the following purposes:

· Regaining citizens’ confidence in the EU

· Better inform citizens 

· Provide input in the debate on the EU’s communication strategy

· Ensure a better participation of citizens in the EU debate

· Debate the substance and challenges raised by EU policies and their relevance for citizens’ concerns. This includes in particular challenges linked to globalisation, enlargement, social Europe. 

Very few debates directly target the Constitutional Treaty’s future. Besides, in a majority of countries, the really started in Autumn 2005 and will be intensified throughout 2006. This leaves open the question of their concrete contribution to the June 2006 European Council. 

Strong national dimension - We can note that some member States used this opportunity to put specific concerns on the agenda (UK presidency and Netherlands organizing a major conference on subisdiarity and proportionality in November 2005).  In the New Member States, it is often linked to the issue of membership (e.g. Czech Republic, Latvia). In any case, a willingness to organise debates tailored to national concerns is stressed by several Member States (Spain, Portugal). Few reports explicitly refer to the trans-national dimension of the debates.  Some Member States (Latvia) deplore the lack of coordination between the EU and national agenda, in particular a lack of information regarding the activities organized by the Commission as part of the Communication strategy.  

Scope of activities - The type of activities implemented range from better governance to information campaigns. They can be classified as follows: 

· Making government more effective on EU issues (improvement of France’s coordination structures

· Improving the role of the Parliament and its European Committee (France, Denmark), of local and regional authorities

· Conferences, hearings with academics, high profile personalities

· Setting up of Fora on Europe or use of existing structures, in charge of organizing the debate (see below)

· Direct consultation of citizens (e.g. Latvia and Austrian, where citizens and/or resident are invited to comment and make proposal)

· New, renewed interactive and informative websites (e.g. www.zukunfeuropa.at, http://www.debata.ukie.gov.pl, http://www.info-europe.fr/debats)

· Better consultation of civil society and social actors (e.g. France launching series of debates with social partners)

· Information campaigns (with the Dutch government abandoning “campaign-like” style), educational projects (such as CD-roms in Italy)

· Public opinion surveys (Luxembourg, Latvia).

NGOs as information relays or debate mediators? NGOs are particularly involved in three types of activities: 

· Information and educational activities. Many member States increased their financial support to NGOs and civil society organizations, to support information activities and debates. In Denmark for instance, a citizens’ agenda should be set up according to the debates’ outcomes. In France and Germany, mostly associations “with a European vocation”, are explicitly referred to (“Network European Movement Germany”). This poses the question of eurosceptics’ participation in the debate. Given organizational matters, most projects will start in 2006. 

· Participation in specific hearings and conferences, such as that organised by the Parliament in August 2005. 

· Participation in European Forums, bringing together a wide range of actors (including also political parties and the wide civil society) through a permanent structure. The Irish National Forum on Europe (http://www.forumoneurope.ie) has been given a specific role in organizing the debate. New forums should be created, in Finland (first part of 2006), are envisaged in Sweden and Portugal. 
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� 18-06-2005, Council Conclusions, General Affairs and External Relations


� Council 2006 work programme: http://www.eu2006.at/includes/Download_Dokumente/0512draft_operationalprogrammeEN.pdf


� please see CSCG briefing on Plan D and the Communication White Paper


� Commissioner Wallström’s reaction to the Duff Voggenhuber report: � HYPERLINK "http://www.europa.eu.int/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=SPEECH/06/16&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en" ��http://www.europa.eu.int/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=SPEECH/06/16&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en�


� http://europa.eu.int/constitution/index_en.htm
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