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Professor Morganti, 

Monsieur Rouillon, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

  

 

Thank you for this opportunity to take part in this panel. 

 

I am not sure that I can respond in any detail to the draft 

Opinion of the Committee of the Regions.  It is of course still a 

draft. It will, I am sure, be looked at carefully by the Council 

when it is adopted. But today I don't speak on behalf of the 

Council. I want to give you my reflections on the theme of the 

Committee's draft Opinion. 

 

Approaching this theme, we need to do three things. 

 

First, we need to relativise the issue. Just how de-connected 

have citizens become? De- connected from what exactly? 

 

Second, we need to ask how the re-connection can take place? 

 

Third, we need to look, at the patterns of connections and re-

connections. They are complex and they don't all run in the 

same direction. 
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So, to begin, just how de-connected have citizens become and 

from what? President van Rompuy made the point very clearly 

in his speech yesterday that the European project has passed 

from a phase where it touched on the lives of a  few to a phase 

where it touches on the lives of all citizens. 

 

As he said, Europe was traditionally communicated as an ideal 

of peace, an abstract project that tangibly affected only small 

categories of people.  

 

If the European Union had a concrete impact on your daily life 

at the time, it was probably because you were a project 

beneficiary, a farmer, a cross-border businessman, or an 

Erasmus student… 

 

But, as he reminded us, with the euro, the Union entered the 

daily lives, the very pockets, of hundreds of millions of people. 

 

That is a very real and tangible connection. And it is a 

connection that has become associated with crisis, with 

economic dangers and with great uncertainties.  

 

So, against the background of five years of crisis I think it was 

inevitable that there was always going to be some de-

connection.  However many skilful communicators work for and 
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with the EU, five years of "Euro crisis" are going to take their toll 

on "brand Europe". 

 

As Mairead McGuiness put it yesterday, perhaps the slogan 

before the 2014 elections should not have been "this time its 

different", but "this time its difficult". 

 

And its difficult not just because of five years of Euro crisis, of 

austerity, of low growth and high unemployment. 

 

Its difficult also because of some very powerful economic and 

societal changes in the last 20 years.   

 

Globalisation has had many benefits. But it has also doubled 

the world's available labour force, de-industrialised some 

regions, and added to a sense of vulnerability and 

powerlessness among many citizens. 

 

At the same time there has been the information explosion - 

which is simultaneously chaotic, democratic, enabling, 

confusing, liberating and unmanageable. 

 

Against this much wider and deeper background we can remind 

ourselves that de-connection of citizens is not just a European 

phenomena. Populism is not a new political disease nor one 
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limited to Europe. If we have our euro-sceptics, Americans have 

their tea-parties. De-connection has not just been to the 

European Union - it has in many cases been to democratic 

politics at national and local level, within and outside the 

European Union. 

 

This is not an argument for inaction, for complacency, or for 

fatalism.  But we must put the communication challenge in 

context.  Part of the challenge was unavoidable, much of it will 

endure, and the nature of the challenge goes beyond 

communications. 

 

How then can the re-connection take place?  Once again, 

President Van Rompuy was very clear: it must be led by policy 

responses. And there seems to me to be a great deal of 

convergence on what the agenda will be for the next five years. 

It was mapped out by the European Council in June and has 

been described in very similar terms by the incoming President 

of the Commission. 

 

2014 is a year of political renewal for the European Union. 

There is a broadly shared policy agenda with the priority on 

growth and jobs.  
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There was a remarkable consensus at the opening session 

yesterday that the Union and its institutions must do less but do 

better. Promise less, deliver more. Less legislation, more 

implementation. Less noise, more communication. Less 

process, more people. Less talking at people, more talking to 

people. And perhaps, yes, less head, more heart. 

 

Finally, what about the patterns of connections and re-

connections?  We have to recognise that these are complex 

and multiple.   

 

There is no single pattern of connection. The way we determine 

- or articulate - our relationship as individuals to the state, 

government or the EU varies greatly between our countries, 

populations, regions or even sub-culture. 

 

Therefore the effort to re-connect to citizens must be inclusive. 

It has to bring together the institutions, the member states, 

regions and civil society.  

 

If we have learned anything in a Union of 28 Member states it  

is that "one size does not fit all". Yes, in some cases it makes 

sense to favour a local approach. But that must be a matter of 

judgement not of blind faith.   
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There are still quite marked differences in the way our political 

spheres function on this continent. The Eurobarometer polling 

shows that citizens give very different answers to the question 

of who is best placed to explain how European policies impact 

on citizens lives. 

 

So lets do more and better at local level - but let us take care 

that its not at the expense of doing less and worse at every 

other level that counts.  Lets work together, lets exchange best 

practice, lets work as multipliers for each others efforts to the 

same common goal.  

 

Sometimes that best practice can have a very national flavour.  

The worthy winner yesterday of the European Public 

Communication award was Faktabaari.  Its run by a Finnish 

NGO with a small voluntary staff of professional journalists and 

EU experts with the help of broader network of experts, 

including those at EU and national level.  

 

I don’t think we should bother too much whether it falls into a 

box marked "local", ""national" or "EU".  What matters is that it 

works and we can draw inspiration from it.  
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So, ladies and gentlemen, let us draw on this and many other 

examples to take up the challenge President van Rompuy gave 

us yesterday -to explain Europe, to communicate Europe – in 

words, and in deeds. 

 

Thank you very much. 

 


