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Eurosceptimania 

With the current political realities faced in part due to internal disillusionment with the 
European Union as well as global destabilising factors, the topic of 'Euroscepticism' generated 
a great deal of discussion and thoughtful exchange throughout the workshop.  

Marco Incerti, research fellow and head of communications at the Centre for European Policy 
Studies, moderated the panel which featured a very representative sample of speakers who 
have dealt with different aspects of Eurosceptimania: Istvan Perger, head of communication 
at the European Commission Representation in Hungary, Björn Kjellström, head of the 
European Parliament Information Office in the UK, Jurn Glazenburg of Europe Direct 
Maastricht, and Alexandra Lesur, editor-in-chief of Toute l'Europe in France.   

 
Björn Kjellström opened the session with what he regards as the main challenges when 
dealing with Euroscepticism. As head of the European Parliament Information Office in the 
UK, his role is not to cope with Euroscepticism, a highly political issue, but as a communicator 
of information regarding the European Parliament the office does impact on the debate. Mr 
Kjellström said that his office intends to steer clear of the referendum, by designing events 
which avoid the general debate of 'in or out'. One of the most significant challenges he is 
confronted with is the media in the UK. Journalists work under very pressed conditions and 
even some of the most widely-circulated newspapers fail to separate news from views. The 
result is that even some of the most innocent projects can become controversial. To counter 
this, he suggested inviting neutral parties to events and encouraged education to improve 
knowledge about how the European Union works.  
 
Istvan Perger saw the challenge more as ‘what to label as Euroscepticism’: for instance, if 
someone doesn't agree with every policy coming out of Brussels, are they a Eurosceptic? 
According to him, the term 'euro-critical' would be more appropriate. There are two important 
groups of people to reach out to in the fight against Euroscepticism in Hungary: 

• the pro-Europeans: by providing them with ammunition to win a debate on Europe in 
the pub, they can help fight the fight for you. 

• the second are those who are EU-hesitant: we should be careful not to label them 
Eurosceptics. Their hesitancy can be tipped in the wrong direction by an EU-critical or 
even unrealistic press, who expect the EU to solve problems where they have no 
power. A solution to this is to communicate positively on EU projects. The government, 
as a manager of EU funds can help to raise awareness of where the EU is bringing 
benefits. 



 

 

 
Alexandra Lesur is confronted daily with citizens whose vastly differing knowledge about the 
EU manifests itself in a lot of comments and ideas. Preconceived ideas are very problematic 
and highlight the need for teaching on Europe. She fears that journalists themselves are not 
always particularly well informed, and that we need to work to ensure proper information is 
relayed to the press. Toute l'Europe works with side events to get a clear idea of what is really 
going on and finds that cooperation with local groups and Europe Direct is crucial, as they are 
the ones in the firing line. Ms Lesur also recommended working with members of civil society 
who do extremely important work which is not always easy to carry out. 
 
Jurn Glazenburg agreed that one of the major challenges is the lack of information which 
leads to ignorance among members of the public. He reminded the audience that the EU 
message is not always a sexy message; therefore wrapping EU stories in discussions which 
are more relevant to the public can help. Mr Glazenburg also pointed out that because very 
few people actively engage with their governments, they rarely get information from the 
horse's mouth, instead taking it from media sources which have their own agendas.  
 
Ms Lesur introduced Open Diplomacy, a young student organisation reporting in the 
European Council. By training and informing journalists, the project aims to ensure their 
information reflects reality as closely possible. However, Marco Incerti questioned the 
legitimacy of such training programmes which, he said, might be seen as 'propaganda' - the 
loud speaker of Brussels technocrats trying to take over the country and thus removing the 
'openness' of Open Diplomacy.  

Mr Perger noted that a key solution would be to get governments in the capital cities on board 
with disseminating more truths about the EU. Taking the example of EU legislation on chicken 
cage sizes which sparked criticism from press across Europe, he wondered when do 
journalists question how their national ministers voted in this initiative. Indeed it is the Member 
States that ultimately take decisions. 
 
Mr Kjellström insisted that the media is not the real problem. Our image of the EU is shaped 
by the rhetoric of political leaders in the capitals: UK prime ministers rarely make reference to 
the European Parliament which lends itself to low public interest. Mr Kjellström felt that the 
most important thing Member States could do is to ensure children learn about how the EU 
functions and how to hold decision-makers to account. For his office in London, he says the 
general public is not their principle audience. Rather they seek to target stakeholders who 
then inform the people in their regions.  

As the dialogue opened up to the floor, the focus turned to the upcoming 'Brexit' referendum. 
With Europe moving in a direction that the UK government is in favour of, Mr Kjellström said 
he believes Brexit presents a huge opportunity for his office to capitalise on these kinds of 
stories.  

Meanwhile, pro-EU blogger, Jon Worth, who complained of feeling like a 'one man campaign 
to defend Schengen', questioned whether the panel's approach is 'just too nice' to combat 



 

 

Eurosceptimania. Mr Perger insisted that the EU is still an international organisation whose 
actors are the Member States, making it very difficult for the Commission to pick such a fight. 
He maintained that the most beneficial approach would be to convince journalists and 
Member States to take up the fight on our behalf. Offering his personal opinion, he said the 
only area in which the Commission is being very radical is migration, expressing doubts as to 
whether the Commission should be tough in an area where it lacks the political means to act.  
 
Ms Lesur noted a change since Mr Juncker took office in the way the Commission 
communicates. A greater willingness to put faces to names and higher availability of 
information has resulted in issues such as the digital single market being heavily picked up by 
the media.  

Marco Incerti referred to the Eurobarometer results, communicated on the day of the 
workshop, as an indicator of how emotive one can be in this debate. He closed the session 
with his three take-home messages: 

1. EU problems won't be solved through communication alone 
2. It is important to involve the public and encourage debates about Euroscepticism and 

realism in constructive ways 
3. Education is crucial to improving understanding and combatting Euroscepticism. 

 

 


