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Plenary closing session 

The plenary closing session was a series of “Rapido” sessions moderated by Ezri Carelbach, 
Communication consultant and lecturer. Rapido meant that a range of speakers from across 
Member States had five minutes to sum up their perspectives of being not just professionals 
working in a range of fields connected to the European Union, but also their experience of 
being a European Union citizen.  

The session was kicked off by Alistair Macphail, Head of Communications at the European 
Training Foundation in Turin, an EU agency helping countries to reform their vocational 
education and training systems. Mr Macphail noted that there were two approaches to policy 
making; top down, from an expert perspective, an aerial view which looked at patterns of 
behaviour to provide solutions, and bottom up - “engaging with the hustle and bustle of real 
life; shaping from below”. Mr Macphail observed that the top down approach may sometimes 
appear to be at odds with the agenda of citizens operating in the hustle and bustle. He used an 
example from his professional experience of observing that migrant skills were under-utilised 
and having analysed this opportunity, he found lots of data that could be used at conferences 
but the real stories lay within partnerships, cooperation, collaboration and empowerment. 
These stories have immediate impact and whilst “top-down is powerful, bottom-up is 
beautiful”. 

Pamela Bartar, Corporate Communication Co-ordinator at the Centre for Social Innovation in 
Vienna, talked about what makes people feel European, pointing out that being European is a 
normal everyday implicit experience like eating, drinking, working or gardening. Ms Bartar 
spoke about how the performance piece “Minute of Silence”, which was performed for 
refugees in Austria, brought people from all backgrounds together. The project attracted large 
social media interest and attracted both online and print stories in 14 countries, achieving a 
“polylog” – a meaningful interaction between many people. Ms Bartar encouraged conference 
delegates to use creative ways to enable debate and to have the courage to invite dialogue 
with a wide range of perspectives. 

Andreea Groza from Europe Direct Information Centre Alba Iulia in Romania talked about a 
project she was involved with in a very small but historic town in Romania that, with financial 
support from the EU, was able to hold a major cultural event that brought people from across 
Romania and other Member States together. The event and the ongoing project became a 
forum for dialogue about what it meant to be European and people's shared values and 
histories. 

Jose Maria Cruz Rodriguez of the Association of European Border Regions likened his 
relationship with the EU to a marriage. Whilst there are many aspects of the relationship that 
he loved about the EU, he recognised that there would be challenging times which needed to 



 

 

be worked through. Ultimately, he preferred to be part of something bigger than being 
individual and liked to have the tools and freedom to interact across the Union. Mr Rodriguez 
was inspired by how millions of EU citizens had defended EU values by speaking up to defend 
the human rights of refugees and how that kept him inspired and in the relationship. 

Bent Sørensen, Head of Communications at the 2017 European Capital of Culture in Aarhus 
– Denmark, explained that there had been some challenging and some great moments in the 
preparation for 2017. The overarching theme of Aarhus Capital of Culture is “Rethink” and 
whilst this was a call to the general public, artists and institutions to challenge major questions 
in society, it was also a call to the project team to rethink their own communications strategy. 
Mr Sorenson explained that implementing a new strategy which changed from process driven 
to content driven had a major impact on awareness and buy-in of the Year of Culture. Inviting 
participation and involvement by the public in a large-scale art project, turning the sounds of 
daily life in Aarhus – water, wind, traffic and simple instruments such as bells – into a sound art 
installation was a game changer in terms of buy-in and awareness of 2017. Mr Sørensen 
urged the conference to go for communications strategies to build communities and engage 
citizens. 

After the Rapido sessions, Ezri Carlebach asked Gonçalo Lobo Xavier, Vice-President for 
Communications at the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC), and Christophe 
Rouillon, Mayor of Coulaines, Vice-President of the Association of French Mayors, member 
of the Committee of Regions and rapporteur on the future EU communication strategy 
“Reconnecting Europe with its citizens: more and better communication and local level”, to 
deliver the conclusions of the conference. 

Mr Lobo Xavier explained that he was a proud product of the Erasmus student exchange 
programme. He likened European citizens’ relationship with the EU to a social media 
relationship – complicated but on the right track. He explained that his job was to promote the 
added value for the public of the work taking place at the EESC, not to promote the institution 
itself. He explained the important projects his team had undertaken, such as work on 
recognising the power and rights of consumers and promoting solidarity and the expansion of 
the social economy. His team shared best practices across the Member States to gain 
commitment and involvement in initiatives. Mr Lobo Xavier said that all generations of 
Europeans had fought hard for shared EU values and the desire to help refugees shows that 
our values are important to us. He encouraged the EU institutions to be proud of the news and 
stories that contribute to the citizenship feeling. 

Mr Rouillon closed the session with a rousing call to colleagues across institutions to meet 
the challenges of communicating the achievements of the EU. He recognised that it was a 
challenging task in an environment where political complexities can be over-simplified, and 
Europe is seen not as the solution but as the problem. He challenged communicators to work 
within their local environment but always to consider the EU dimension of their work. He 
highlighted the huge capacity of the EU to meet social challenges, but said that the current 
existential crisis of communicating EU values required fast and effective direct 
communication. Mr Rouillon cited the effectiveness of co-opting the buy-in of local mayors, 
encouraging them to include decentralised EU news in local printed documentation and to 



 

 

employ the Europe Direct network to talk about Europe and listen to and counter people's 
concerns and expectations - and to stand up to those who shout the loudest when 
over-simplifying the challenges.  

Mr Rouillon concluded by acknowledging how fortunate it was to have so many important 
communicators at the conference – over 2 500 had taken part since the first EuroPCom – and 
finished by saying that it was a noble act to work on behalf of Europe and for a better future for 
each and every person. 

 

 

 

 


