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Plenary session 
 
The plenary session brought together 900 communication managers and senior 
experts from local, regional, national and European authorities attending the 6th 
European Conference on Public Communication (EuroPCom), as well as 
representatives from over 500 Europe Direct Information Centres. The key note 
lectures and debate were followed by the 2015 European Public Communication 
Awards ceremony and the presentation of a new Eurobarometer survey on public 
opinion in the 200+ regions of the EU. 

Sylvie Guillaume, Vice-President of the European Parliament, started by pointing out that 
many European citizens are, at best, indifferent; at worst they are against the EU and its 
institutions. This could be the result of lack of trust, lack of knowledge or the economic crisis. 
Euroscepticism acts quickly, while the counter argument needs time to be developed. The 
public is unwilling to wait that long. The debate in cities and regions is essential, and it relies to 
a great extent on local media. However, if local journalists are unfamiliar with EU institutions' 
work, the media only report minor, isolated events from plenaries, etc., and the rest of the 
information gets put to one side. Engaging youth is also key, and we need to simplify complex 
situations for them. 

Sir Martin Sorrell started his speech by highlighting the importance of social media, which 
account for 25% of communications in WPP, his business group. Trust in government is at a 
low point and distrust has spread, although over the last few months the distrust trend has 
started to change. People need to know what the institutions achieve for them but the EU 
agenda is hijacked by stories of crisis. It is essential to simplify our message to get it across: 
there must be a consistent narrative, a consistent message delivered consistently. We must 
avoid fragmentation among the public and create an environment where we can listen to 
citizens and build trust. More innovative ways of listening need to be developed. 

However, in order to create dialogue, we have to be prepared to lose some control over the 
final message and risk people saying things that we do not like. The public usually receives 
messages mediated by journalists with their own agendas. Social media allow information to 
reach the public directly. There is a need to employ both channels to achieve a real 
conversation with the people. Sir Martin Sorrell ended by stressing that communication is 
crucial for democracy and essential for trust. 

Xavier Bettel, Prime Minister of Luxembourg, said that, although the European Union is in a 
crisis, things are picking up. European citizens have different positions and views regarding 
this crisis: some of them are very familiar with it while others do not see the problem and do not 
see the need for measures to solve it.  



 

 

The media situation has changed with social media. Twitter, Facebook, etc. are central for 
politics now. It is not enough to convince journalists, because people are an audience in 
themselves. The current 24/7 media environment, however, is also likely to produce 
misleading or unverified information. Mr Bettel expressed the need to pursue journalists to 
give them the real picture, because it can be easily distorted by social media. 

Learning to communicate through new media and educating young people are important. 
Young people need to know that not everything they read in the media is true; they have to 
develop a critical view. People seem to believe that the EU institutions are very remote from 
the people, while the European Parliament should represent all Europeans. Solidarity is a key 
element. The clearest, most recent example of this is the refugee crisis. The European Union 
has been very slow but is doing its very best. Whenever something is wrong, Brussels gets the 
blame. But national politicians are Brussels. Brussels is us and it is you.  

Luc Van den Brande, Vice-President of the European Committee of the Regions, wondered 
whether we have put in place an elite form of communication that only speaks to the few that 
are already familiar with the institutions, instead of reaching the grassroots of what should be 
European communications. Communication is not just convincing people of the need for the 
institutions: it must be a dialogue. The people need to be the highest benchmark of European 
communication. The focus is also on social media, and this raises some important points that 
need serious reflection. First, the central focus must be owned by the people: we talk about 
people but we are not succeeding in talking to the people. Secondly, it is critical to develop a 
conducted idea, an appropriate narrative for communication. The emphasis should be on a 
common European space and its results, avoiding the conflicts present in a fragmented space 
where everything is shared. Finally, this strategy can only be successful if it has a multilevel, 
multi-actor structure that provides opportunities for civil society players.  

Viviane Hoffmann, from the Directorate-General for Communication at the European 
Commission, expressed the need to go beyond the Brussels bubble. Europe is much more, 
Europe is a good place to live, but there are also many challenges. The Commission is moving 
towards a stronger union. Also taking the example of the refugee crisis, Ms Hoffmann said 
that our EU response must be extraordinary. The Luxemburg presidency had responded 
rapidly to the refugee crisis and acted well. 

Jiří Buriánek, Secretary-General of the European Committee of the Regions, reminded us 
that the dialogue with the public does not take place in the institutions. It is local and multilevel 
journalists who talk to the people. Mr Buriánek then gave an overview of the ceremony of the 
European Public Communication Awards, with 29 applications and 3 winners.  

The European Public Communication Awards 2015 had been given to three remarkable EU 
communication projects from the Netherlands, France and Bulgaria. First prize had gone to 
the Kijkdagen – Europa om de hoek campaign, which began in 2011, when the Dutch 
government and the European Commission Representation in the Netherlands decided to 
mark Europe Day, 9 May, by showcasing ways in which EU funding is being used. This year's 
campaign had focused on 12 projects – one for each Dutch province – with a promotional 
video about each project. Over the years, the campaign had highlighted support provided for 



 

 

aquaculture and waste-water treatment and a study assessing the feasibility of building a 
comfortable, energy-efficient home for EUR 100 000.  

A nation-wide television campaign that highlighted the impact of EU funding on individuals and 
their businesses had won second place. The campaign – entitled Notre pays bouge, l’Europe 
s’engage (Our country is on the move, Europe is committed) and organised by the French 
Commissariat for Territorial Equality in collaboration with regional partners – featured a series 
of 66 spots of 30 seconds' length broadcast on national television over six months.  

Third prize had gone to an events-based communications campaign – Let's Create Together 
Bulgaria 2020 – organised by the Bulgarian ministry responsible for handling EU funds. In an 
effort to obtain ideas on how to use EU funds at local level over the next five years, the 
campaign had organised 600 events across the country. In total, 50 000 people attended the 
events. "This is a good example of a bottom-up approach on how to communicate about 
Europe", Mr Buriánek said. 

To conclude a packed plenary session, Edouard Lecerf from TNS briefly presented the 
results of the last Eurobarometer study. The survey works for and with the regions across 28 
countries, 209 regions and 62 511 respondents. The results on the economic situation 
showed good news overall. Regarding people's perception of the economic situation in their 
own regions, 55% considered that it is really or quite good. Moreover, 76% believed that the 
quality of life in their region is good, 6% more than in previous studies. There was wide 
variation in the perception of the economic situation. While the average percentages were 
good, for example in Greece, there was only one region that thinks that its quality of life is 
good. 

Unemployment remained people's main concern overall, but the average percentage had 
dropped by 9%. Concern about immigration had doubled, rising from 12% to 24%. This 
increase in the regions was quite striking, although immigration concerned more in the centre.  

The final result presented was the answer to the following question: "Who should be 
responsible for saying what the EU has achieved?". There had been some responses 
indicating MEPs and Commissioners, others that did not want to hear about the EU from 
anybody (especially in Greece and Italy), and the highest percentage had stressed the 
importance of local officials elected by the regions.  


