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Plan D, Communicating Europe and Communication White Paper

20.02.2006

The European Commission tackled the constitutional deadlock through a global strategy involving three different initiatives, which all aim to restore citizens’ confidence in the EU, their participation, but also the EU’s legitimacy:
· Plan D (October 2005), 
· Communication strategy (July 2005),
· Communication White Paper (February 2006). 
This briefing aims at presenting the three initiatives, in particular how they fit together, their follow-up, as well as the challenges they raise for civil society organisations and NGOs. 



1. Plan D for Democracy, Dialogue and Debate
· http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/commission_barroso/wallstrom/pdf/communication_planD_en.pdf
1. Background: a contribution to the “period of reflection” 

In October 2005, Commissioner Margot Wallström launched a plan D for Democracy, Dialogue and Debate, urging Member States to engage with citizens in a debate on the future of Europe. Plan D has to be considered as the Commission’s contribution to the current “period of reflection” on the Constitutional Treaty, launched in June 2005. 

At the same time its objective goes beyond a short-term contribution: Plan D clearly aims at building a “new political consensus” about the right policies to equip Europe to meet the challenges of the 21st century, by restoring public confidence in the EU and setting the base of a “democratic renewal”. 

2. Summary: going local, supporting issue-focused debates
Partly as a consequence of the analysis following the French and Dutch “No”, Plan D is based on a willingness to target the national, regional and local level through issue-focused debates rather than general framework discussions. 

Tackling citizens’ concerns, but what about the Constitutional Treaty? – Plan D aims to provide debate around concrete policy issues, rather than the future of the Constitutional Treaty itself. The debate should focus on the following themes: 
· Europe’s economic and social development 

· The capacity of Europe to generate growth and create more jobs
· Feeling towards Europe and the Union’s tasks
· Europe’s borders and its role in the world

Stimulating national debates– Plan D should be delivered primarily at national, regional and local level and is based on the subsidiarity principle (although it is not directly referred to in the text). This will be achieved through three types of measures: 
· European measures stimulating national debates by providing potential models and structures for national governments (eg Irish National Forum), and suggesting certain common processes and key themes. It is suggested that COSAC
 and national parliaments should play a key role in this process. 

· Feedback process from national debates, to start in April 2006 to ensure that debates have a direct impact on the policy agenda of the EU. 9 May could be a key date. This will feed with Austrian presidency’s June stocktaking exercise
. 

· 13 key initiatives at Community level are proposed
	13 key initiatives at Community level

Increased partnership between the Commission and with the European institutions and bodies 

Stimulate a wider public debate:
Visits by Commissioners to Member States 

Commissioners’ availability to National Parliaments

Opening Commission’s representations to the public

Utilising Europe Direct centres for regional events

European Round Table for Democracy
European Goodwill Ambassadors (inspired by UN experience)

Promote citizens’ participation in the democratic process:
Promoting more effective consultation

Support for European citizens’ projects

Greater openness from EU institutions, including a call for increased Council transparency

Increased voter participation 

Tools to generate a dialogue on EU policies:
Specific Eurobarometer on the future of Europe

Internet: exploring better use of interactive tools 

Targeted focus groups (possibility of focus group work on specific issues)




Four specific Community level initiatives involve directly NGOs:

European Round Table for Democracy that will “gather citizens from different horizons that will act together or debate on common European issues” with a view to reaching out to citizens, particularly young people, interested in European Affairs, exploring “ways for enhanced cross-border debate, promote active citizenship as well as raising awareness of the process of European integration”. Building on the results of the European Round Table, meetings should be organised in all Member States. 
Promoting more effective consultation (including national and regional stakeholders): The Commission intends to use and improve existing tools for collecting feedback directly from “citizens, consumers and business in cooperation with the European Parliament and other institutions”. Although Plan D remains vague, we can assume this concerns the wider civil dialogue framework, including the Minimum Standards on consultation
, Your Voice in Europe Website
 and internet consultation. While such processes have so far to a large extent involved EU networks, Plan D aims at better involving national and regional stakeholders.
Support for European citizens’ projects – This will be one of the key goals of the “Citizens for Europe” programme. At the same time, it is unlikely that the financial perspectives will reflect this orientation. 

Furthermore, it will seek to support European Citizens’ Panel initiatives “to assemble, when possible, a representative cross-section of citizens from European regions to discuss specific policy areas”. These should build on existing models in the Member States and also provide a potential feedback to the European debates. 




















4.  General assessment
A careful approach - It is interesting to note that the implementation of the European Citizens’ Initiative, foreseen in the draft, was then withdrawn to avoid possible complaints against the denial of the referenda’s outcomes. Besides, the Commission underlines on several occasions that it will act as facilitator of the debate and assist rather than replace the organisation of national debates. 
The need for Member States to deliver: focus and timing problems - Plan D sets high ambitions for the Commission and the Member States, but also for a wide range of civil society actors involved in strengthening citizens’ access to the European debate. Each debate will have its own local, regional and national characteristics, and they will need to be structured to ensure a direct impact on the policy agenda of the European Union. 

Which contribution to the period of reflection? Although it is designed as the Commission’s contribution to the “period of reflection”, plan D focuses about the direction of EU policies as much as on the process. This is positive, provided the feedback process really takes place to take account of concerns expressed. Yet whether it will effectively contribute to the period of reflection (lack of clear deadline and agenda) is an open question. Will it provide any concrete recommendation regarding the Constitutional Treaty’s future, to be taken into account by the June 2006 Council? 

5. New challenges for EU and national NGOs
Going beyond the “usual suspects” and involving the grassroots - Plan D acknowledges civil society organizations as key targets of the initiative, in particular through their role as multiplicators and mediators. At the same time if is marked by a willingness to target the national, regional and local level and to go beyond the traditional actors of participatory democracy (including EU level NGOs).  For EU NGOs, a particular challenge will be to actively involve their constituency in the debate. 
Building upon existing processes – A number of processes proposed are already existing or have been put in place in the past, from the local to the European level, such as the Irish National Forum on Europe. European citizens’ summits were also organised in London (1998), Nice (2000), or Laeken 2001, which need to be taken into account in organising European Round Tables on Democracy. 






Towards a watering down of civil dialogue?  Which role for mediators? Plan D is aims at a democratic renewal, which includes a reflection around current participation practices and about the type of actors involved (in particular: organised civil society/ individual citizens, EU/national/regional/local actors).  Besides, although it aims to support issue-focused debates, we can wonder which type of civil society organisations will be involved in it (policy or citizenship oriented?). 
· How to conciliate direct dialogue with a wide range of citizens (through such practices as citizens’ panels) and effective outcomes? 
· 
· 

· What should be the role of mediators (including organised civil society) in this framework based on direct participation? This is particularly important, since the debate focuses on policy issues that need to be decrypted.


6. Timing - 
The feedback process should start in April 2006. As a first step, the Commission might organise a European Conference on 9 May 2006 on the future of Europe, involving civil society, Member States’ and European and national Parliament representatives, citizens and other EU institutions and bodies.  Yet the text lacks concrete deadlines. 

2. July 2005 Action Plan: improving the Commission’s communication

On 20 July 2005, the Commission adopted an “Action Plan to Improve Communicating Europe by the European Commission”. The action Plan is internally driven and aims to “put the Commission’s house into order”.
· http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/dgs/press_communication/pdf/communication_com_en.pdf 
The new communication approach is underpinned by three principles:

1) Listening. Not just to inform EU citizens, but also to listen to them and take their views into account.

2) Communicating how EU policies affect citizens’ everyday life and what added value they bring. 

3) Connecting by going local, that is by adapting messages to audiences in each Member State and conveying them through the channels those audiences prefer in the language they understand.

This Action Plan proposes a working method to achieve more focused and efficient use of resources and to improve performance in communicating Europe. This will involve for example:

· Coordinating communication activities across the Commission to maximise efforts and use our communication tools better. 

· Using better those communication tools people prefer and in the language they understand, particularly internet and audiovisual services. 

· Becoming more professional in communication through specific training of civil servants and recruitment of communication specialists. 

· Using practices such as a layman’s summary in main Commission proposals describing the tangible benefits of EU policies for the citizens. 

· Reinforcing Representations of the Commission in the Member States in order to reach citizens on those policies and initiatives of their interest and/or concerns and in the language they understand 
3. The White Paper on Communication

· http://europa.eu.int/comm/communication_white_paper/doc/white_paper_en.pdf
1. Background

The White Paper is not the first attempt of the Commission to improve the EU’s communication strategy. Similar initiatives were launched in the past, almost all in reaction to cyclical legitimacy crisis
. Yet the Commission’s scope of action is rather limited by the fact that communication is not an EU competence. 
White Paper, Plan D: how do they fit together? The current White Paper is a direct answer to the crisis following the French and Dutch “No” to the Constitutional Treaty, and forms the third part of the Commission’s global strategy to restore citizens’ trust in the EU. Its scope is more limited than that of Plan D (it focuses mainly on communication channels rather than on citizens’ views on the European Union), but at the same time it is longer-term oriented, as it is not limited to the period of reflection. Besides, it complements the July 2005 Action Plan on Communication, which was mainly self-oriented and aimed at “putting the Commission’s house in order”. 
White or Green Paper? The Commission’s document is not a traditional White Paper, defining a concrete action plan. The document does not go much into detail: many questions (points identified in boxes in the document) remain open and will be subject to a wide six-month "listening" or consultation phase, which should last until early July 2006. 
· A specific website has been dedicated to the White Paper. Ihttp://europa.eu.int/comm/communication_white_papert should soon be available in all community languages: 




· 
· 
· 
· 
· 


2. Summary - An interactive approach: from monologue to dialogue
The White Paper aims to establish communication policy as "a policy in its own right", by focusing on citizens rather than institutions and moving away from the idea that communication is "Brussels affair". 

It states five areas for action:
· Development of a European Charter or Code of Conduct on Communication in order to anchor the right of information (as well as key principles such as inclusiveness, diversity, participation) in the EU and national institutions.  A special website will be launched for a six month consultation on the potential Charter. 

· "Empowering citizens" through tools and instruments to improve civic education (e.g. a network of teachers, digitally connected European libraries, with a specific focus on minorities groups’ access), connect people (e.g. physical and virtual discussion fora) and strengthen the relationship between citizens and institutions (in particular, improvement of the Minimum standards for consultation).

· Improving work with the media, in particular through new technologies such as the internet. It puts a particular focus on regional and local media. Yet the idea of a special EU news agency (which was in the draft White Paper and sparked concerns among press organisations about the real independence of such a body) has been dropped from the final version, which refers to "upgrading Europe by Satellite".
· Understanding European public opinion better: amongst others, a network of national experts in public opinion research and an independent Observatory for European Public Opinion might be set up.

· The White Paper underlines the need to "do the job together" in partnership between EU institutions, Member States, regional and local levels, political parties and civil society organisations. 
Which role for NGOs? – Actions involving NGOs are present mostly in section 2, “empowering citizens”, in particular in relation to EU programmes such as “Citizens for Europe”, as well as consultation practices.  Many proposals to be discussed during the consultation period are also part of plan D: setting up of physical and virtual meeting places, review of the Minimum Standards for consultation, to ensure a balanced representation of interests as well as a more responsive follow-up. It is also suggested that civil society organizations could be involved in cooperation projects in the field of communication. 
3. Assessment





Information, communication of a « message » or dialogue?  – The White paper lacks a definition of key terms such as “information”, “communication”, but also “democracy”, which, although deeply inter-linked, serve different purposes.  While communication is presented as a dialogue between citizens and institution, the objective of “delivering a message” is omnipresent. The main goal of the White paper thus remains unclear: is it about informing, delivering a message or ensuring effective citizens’ participation? 
Audience, relays and mediators of the debate – The White Paper is based on different types of approaches: top-down, bottom up, but also horizontal (face-to-face meetings between citizens). Worries were expressed that the important focus on direct communication might be detrimental to the key role played by mediators (in particular media, but also political parties and civil society organisations) in decrypting the EU message. 

Overlaps with other processes – There are numerous overlaps between the White Paper, Plan D, and the transparency initiative, in particular in relation with institutions’ consultation practices, as well as the European Round Table for Democracy. 
Lack of adequate financial resources? The White Paper is published at a time of strong debate around the EU’s financial future and it is quite likely that the resources devoted to its implementation (including the Citizens for Europe programme) will not be sufficient to meet the expressed goals.  
4. Timing - A consultation has been launched, which will last until July 2006.  Comments can be posted on: http://europa.eu.int/comm/communication_white_paper. Besides, five specific conferences will be held in Brussels between February and June 2006. 
This initiative is part of a project supported by the Charles Stewart MOTT Foundation. Sole responsibility lies with the author and the Charles Stewart MOTT Foundation cannot be held responsible for any use that may be made of the information contained therein. 



� Committee of Parliaments of the European Union: www.cosac.org


� in June 2006, the European Council will decide whether to extent the “period of reflection” on the Constitutional Treaty


� http://europa.eu.int/comm/secretariat_general/sgc/consultation/index_en.htm


� http://europa.eu.int/yourvoice/


� Communication on a new framework for cooperation on activities concerning the information and communication policy of the European Union (COM(2001)354); Communication on an information and communication strategy for the European Union (COM(2002)350); Communication on implementing the information and communication strategy for the European Union (COM(2004)196).
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