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Voicing citizen concerns in the policy process 

This open session, hosted by Ian Andersen, External Communications Adviser to the 
Directorate-General for Interpretation, focused on defining citizen participation in local 
policy-making, ways for the public to use local-level processes to influence policy and 
examined how much influence local populations have.  

In a World Café format, the audience was divided into many small groups, each with five 
people. The gathered attendees provided many real world examples alongside more 
theoretical musings as Ian Andersen pushed to ensure the debates centred on the practical 
application of ideas wherever possible.  

A notable problem that repeatedly emerged when discussing attempts to get citizens involved 
in the policy process was the recognition that, in general, it is currently only people from a 
certain background and relative affluence that have significant influence on policy formation. 
To combat this, local organisations and governments must invest significant resources to 
grant opportunities to those from less well-off backgrounds. They must also publicise the 
process of policy formation as well as the outcome of such policies - so that people can see 
the impact it has on their lives, or on the areas in which they live.  

Numerous people expressed the concern that politicians only listen to citizen concerns in the 
immediate run-up to an election. This makes it virtually impossible for the average member of 
the public to have an influence on the policy process, and therefore precipitates a lack of 
attempts to change the status quo. To have their concerns heard, citizens must often go 
through specialist organisations - such as unions or organised pressure groups. It is not widely 
known how to go about this, however, and many people lack the awareness that this would 
even be a possible route to take.  

Much of the time the people who get involved with the policy process either have a vested 
interest in doing so - whether that be for economic, social or political reasons - or because 
there is a policy that influences the immediate area in which they live. This ties in with the 
passionate argument made late in the session that citizens can get involved with policies if 
they really want to; the work on the Refugees Welcome initiative, and further widespread 
engagement with the refugee issue, is proof of this. 

A key section of the population who are often overlooked when thinking about the policy 
process is young people. Although attempts have been made to reach out to the younger 
generation through basic engagement with mediums such as social media, the feeling 
amongst participants was that little would change until more policies are introduced that are 
directly relevant to this age demographic. 



 

 

The view most frequently espoused amongst the group in this open session was that an 
emphasis on localism was crucial in order to generate interest in politics that could extend all 
the way up to European level. Local politicians need to target their areas to promote wider 
electoral engagement - people are much more likely to take part, and in turn be listened to, if 
they are encouraged to do so by recognisable faces from their constituencies. Europe Direct 
was created in order to facilitate such localism and the office in Florence in particular was 
highlighted for its outstanding work in helping facilitate direct participation from the population 
and make the community aware of the work being carried out in the European Parliament and 
Commission. This example helped lead into the discussion on finding good examples of 
listening to citizens in the policy process. 

Although many examples were articulated highlighting the great work certain sectors do in 
inviting the public to contribute ideas and data to the political process, it was also evident that 
serious flaws remain.  

• Citizens can contribute to the scientific process - which in turn, hopefully, leads into 
policy formulation - by collecting data such as river levels and the range of birds 
present in certain areas, although such studies are being carried out more and more 
frequently by NGOs rather than individuals. The EU Water Framework Directive was 
used as an example of encouraging public consultation; there is a passage in the 
directive stating that it must be discussed and involve the public at some level in order 
for nations to implement the EC directive properly.  

• European Citizens' Initiatives were introduced with a noble aim - to extend democracy 
and guarantee that any petition with 1 000 000 signatories will be discussed in the 
Commission. The consensus reached at the session was that the ECIs had been 
introduced using a faulty mechanism, however, and there had not been enough 
publicity to allow frequent meaningful change. Only three ECIs have reached the 
required number of signatures since 2011 and the European Commission has come 
under fire for all three; either because they decided to change nothing, or because they 
did not make enough wide-reaching changes in the related policy field.  

Another crucial consideration covered in the open session was how to show that citizens are 
being listened to at every possible policy level. At a local level, it is much easier to register a 
request and get back to a citizen within a set timeframe, tracking the communication and 
ensuring the person responsible knows what is happening with their request at all times.  This 
becomes much harder at a national or European level, and the feeling was that something 
must change at European level to make it easier to feed local input back into the process. 
Citizens Advice Bureaus in the UK were brought up as an example of effectively capturing 
information then feeding that back into the decision making process.  

Perhaps the starkest example from the entire session came from one EDIC member's 
anecdote; she was pelted with items in a school located in an extremely anti-EU town. EDIC 
ensured they followed this up by sending other representatives to the town and trying to erode 
some of the anti-EU sentiment that seemed so prevalent. In this way, although through 



 

 

controversial and unconventional methods, the town's voice was heard within the European 
Union.  

The overriding theme throughout the debates was that it is most important to engage with 
people at a grassroots level. Looking into micro-projects, where the public often take action, 
and tracking input to ensure data actually goes somewhere relevant is crucial to ensuring 
citizens' concerns are heard in the policy process. The EU's slogan in the last election was 
"Act. React. Impact." and this must be turned into a reality - reacting to citizen concerns and 
feeding that back into the policy process. Currently, too much information is given to citizens; 
rather than sharing it with them, then encouraging feedback and debate.  

Although no grand solution was found to the many problems inherent in trying to engage all 
citizens in the policy process, many interesting and thought-provoking ideas and anecdotes in 
this field were discussed.  


