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How to lobby for EU democracy 

This workshop about examining whether and how EU citizens can become lobbyists in the 
public interest was hosted by Alberto Alemanno, Professor of Law at HEC Paris and New 
York University School of Law, and featured Daniel Hires, marketing and innovation expert, 
Neil Campbell, Deputy Director of Open Society European Policy Institute, and Rafa Rubio, 
Professor of Law at the Universidad Complutense Madrid. The session focused on the 
benefits of lobbying, a rare concept in a field that is much maligned for the dominance of big 
business, and examined how citizens can become involved in lobbying the EU.  

Alberto Alemanno provided solutions to the current democratic deficit that is at the heart of 
the EU. Although voter turnout in European elections, as well as in national ones, has been 
consistently falling for years, there are other ways to make an impact on the European political 
scene.  

Traditionally, voting was the major way of enacting political change. More recently, petitions 
signed online have shown that young people still engage in politics – but that is not nearly 
enough to fulfil us as political and social animals. With our digital empowerment and 
opportunities that no previous generations have had before – and now that people are 
generally wealthier and healthier than ever before – citizens should make the necessary effort 
to have a say in political matters. Happiness studies have shown this to be a key factor in 
being content with life, and yet most people remains spectators in the political process rather 
than actors.  

Lobbying can help alter this apathy. Lobbying works; otherwise large corporations would not 
spend millions, if not billions, of dollars on it each year. It is for everyone: everybody lobbies 
their friends, families or colleagues, whether they recognise it or not. And, perhaps most 
importantly of all, lobbying can be good for democracy.   

The potential for public lobbying to influence politicians' views is massive. TTIP has shown this 
recently, with 3 million signatories putting immense pressure on everyone involved with the 
deal. The publicity effect that citizen lobbying can have doesn't stop there, either, as lobbying 
amongst the populace generally helps control politicians. This is because public lobbying 
efforts, by their very nature, are highly publicised. It is easily apparent if politicians have 
ignored citizens' concerns if the issue already has widespread publicity.  

Providing concrete examples, Alberto Alemanno went further than simply espousing the 
benefits of lobbying without showing tangible progress. Max Schrems – an Austrian privacy 
activist – started a small crowdfunding operation and managed to stop Facebook transferring 



 

 

user data to America, a massive victory against an almost overwhelmingly massive 
corporation.  

Daniel Hires' passion for getting citizens involved in lobbying shone through with his belief 
that democratic projects shape the world we live in. This was demonstrated by the mass 
participation garnered by the Silent Climate Parade in Berlin. In a city saturated by protests, 
the format of having people dance down the street without any music apparent to passers-by 
helped attract tens of thousands of protesters and generated more awareness of the imminent 
threat of climate change.  

Daniel Hires also highlighted his involvement in MakeSense as an example of mobilising 
social entrepreneurs to further the democratic process through lobbying. Studies show that 
the most effective way to push people towards creating change is by taking micro-actions, 
then moving to progressively larger projects; to this end, MakeSense encourages participation 
by means of events as short as two hours, and then encourages subsequent participatory 
events. Once people are shown how they can be part of the solution to issues, they become 
motivated to find ways to make a difference. 

Creating a community is vital: a movement is built through followers and it is important to give 
credit to those who follow initially. People should be encouraged to follow these first 
supporters of a cause rather than simply focusing on the single lead creator. This also 
highlights the importance of having a platform such as MakeSense, where all that is needed is 
for content to be created which others can easily latch onto if they support the cause.  

As well as trying to make any campaign as fun as possible – enjoyable campaigns will always 
garner more interest than dry statements focused solely on policy outcomes – there has to be 
a meaningful potential outcome. With European Citizens' Initiatives, even with 1 million 
signatures, proposals are simply passed on to the European Commission where they are 
often dismissed with no alterations made. Going through alternative avenues such as social 
entrepreneurship coupled with academics and activists can attract widespread attention while 
containing sufficient detail to create change. 

Neil Campbell agreed with this need to link activists with professors, and spoke of the 
traditional route of then taking these proposals to commissioners. The problems he 
highlighted with such a route are that the obstacles in place often result in insiders with 
specialist knowledge being the only ones capable of successful lobbying. To do so it is 
typically necessary to figure out if there is a consultation process, speak with your MEP, 
coordinate with NGOs already working on the issue, develop an advocacy strategy, etc., all of 
which takes time and money. The institutions of Brussels were not designed to be open; they 
were built to host closed door discussions.  

These processes have led to EU democracy becoming EU summitry. The people right at the 
top are responsible for dealing with all the major crises happening in Brussels. However, 
better processes, better technology and better leadership can help to turn this situation 
around. Some progress is slowly being made – mass participation is being encouraged 
through better use of modern media such as social media, and initiatives are coming down 



 

 

from organisations such as the European Ombudsman to encourage more participation – but 
more must be done to make the lobby process more open to the general public.  

TTIP brought this to the forefront, with the agreement acting as a focal point for mass protests 
from people angry at the perceived undemocratic nature of the European Union. These 
demonstrations must act as a warning to those in power to alter structures, whether that be by 
looking to Open Government Partnership for inspiration or through other means, lest public 
discontentment grow greater with the EU.  

To conclude the workshop, Rafa Rubio stated that building a community was vital. 
Nowadays, even people who are not close together on the political spectrum can work 
together on certain issues; it is important to encourage people to carry out collective actions. 
People must be encouraged to return and continue campaigning for long periods of time, and 
a philosophy of transparency is crucial in this. Although competing against massive 
corporations in the lobbying industry seems daunting, it is possible, and this right must be 
used for democracy to continue to prosper.  

  

 

 


