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It is a pleasure to be joining you for the opening of this conference. Two full days, a room filled with 

hundreds of bright communication minds from across the Continent – and as many smart phones 

plugged into the twittersphere: it promises to be quite a collective brainstorm. 

It is particularly timely for you to meet at this important moment of political renewal. A fitting time for 

new methods and fresh ideas. But also an appropriate moment to take stock, to look back upon 

these rollercoaster years: how they have changed Europe and the way people perceive Europe, 

and what that means for the way we take Europe forward, how we explain it, how we understand it. 

I know your focus for this conference is on shaping "communication solutions", but as your opening 

speaker allow me to use this opportunity to reflect first about the "problem" or rather the challenge 

at hand.  

What I would like to do is share some of my own experience of how the way people see Europe 

has shifted over these past five years. How present it has been in public opinions' minds. And 

some of the questions with which we still grapple today. 

My starting point is that this is a period during which Europe lost its innocence, during which it 

gained in maturity. Certainly not always an easy experience, but in many ways, one that was 

necessary, and overdue. 

Europe was traditionally communicated as an ideal of peace, a somewhat abstract project that 

tangibly affected only small categories of people. If the European Union did have a concrete impact 

on your daily life at the time, then chances are that you were a project beneficiary, a farmer, a 

cross-border businessman, or an Erasmus student…  
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With the euro, the Union entered the daily lives, the very pockets, of hundreds of millions of people. 

And of course concrete reality always attracts greater criticism than dreams. But it is only with the 

crisis that citizens discovered – sometimes the hard way – what it really means to live in a Union. 

How it feels to be in the same boat. People came to realise that what happens across the border – 

with banks, bubbles or budgets… even at times with national elections –, all this matters also to 

their own lives. For the first time, Europeans had to face the hard fact that alongside the benefits 

also came costs. 

Far from "killing solidarity" between European countries as some concluded hastily at the time, 

what the crisis did in fact was reveal what it truly takes to be a Union. It was the very first time that 

European solidarity was really put to the test. Waking- up to this new reality was inevitable. And for 

all concerned it was a completely new experience. So it is only natural that for governments, for 

citizens, adjusting required time.  

Today people know well that to keep up in this new global world, some things in our societies have 

to change. However deciding what exactly to change, and when and how, is never easy. And we 

are paying the price for our societies’ inability to cut the knot. People blame globalisation. But more 

often than not, its ‘victims’ are in fact victims of postponed reforms that should have taken place 

earlier. They blame the current politicians, but we cannot forget that in pre-crisis times (before 

2008) governments surfed on higher growth and cheap money to let private and public debt grow. 

There lies the root of our problem. The longer you wait, the bigger the problems. It sometimes 

seems a vicious circle: no political trust means no mandate for change. But no change will 

ultimately bring us to the brink of the abyss and erode trust still further. We can and must break this 

circle and open up a perspective for positive change.  

But – not least from a communications standpoint – we must watch out for untenable promises. For 

Europe, it is especially important since many of people’s key concerns – employment, education, 

welfare, security, taxes – are mainly issues on which the Union as such (as opposed to individual 

governments) has little competence and has had little impact. Just like the economy, the public 

mood cannot afford another cycle of boom and bust. And just like we need sustainable growth, so 

through communication must we also re-establish sustainable trust. Not re-enchantment, but real 

results, achieved through hard work. Communication cannot be a substitute for a lack of tangible 

results on jobs and incomes. 

Because in the end, people will be best convinced by results: by the return of growth, by the 

creation of jobs, by visible signs that the work that societies and governments are doing – 

individually and jointly as a Union – is paying off. And since unemployment is people’s main 

concern throughout Europe, the return of employment is the real test. Imagine in what situation we 

would be now if we hadn't saved the euro. It took gigantic efforts but we succeeded. The problems 

are not over but we avoided a catastrophe. 

Of course, convincing people is not just a matter of results: it is also a matter of words. Leaders 

must tell the truth. One such truth is that there are no quick fixes and that reforms for growth and 

jobs take time. Another is that the ultimate answer to the crisis does not lie in new financial 

instruments or in a return to national currencies, but in real changes in the real economy. And here 

is yet another truth: the cost of ‘non-Europe’, the cost of a euro break-up, would be unbearable. 

Those who pretend that their country can succeed on its own are selling illusions and lies. 

Politicians must set out clearly what is at stake. They also have to speak publicly of their European 

convictions. How can you ask people to support the European cause if leaders do not have the 

courage to defend and promote Europe? It is as simple as that.  
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We need a positive language. Each and every one of us must defend what we achieve; not half-

heartedly, but with conviction. The conviction that, in spite of the pain and the difficulties, Europe 

will emerge stronger and more resilient from this crisis.  

Some commentators and politicians believe the unpopularity of the European Union could also be 

remedied via another avenue; namely, with a huge overhaul of its institutions. For me, this is 

largely beside the point, though of course some things can certainly be improved. 

To me the fundamental question remains: How is it possible that people now see Europe as a 

reason they feel powerless and without a say – whereas it was precisely conceived to make them 

stronger and regain a grip on their own history? Part of the answer lies in the division of labour 

between the Union and national states, and how this delicate balance has come under pressure 

with the crisis.  

Traditionally, all these years, Europe opened –our borders, our minds, our economies… –, and 

national governments protected – especially via our social models. Nobody expected otherwise. 

But things have changed. Globalisation has put the welfare states under strain. The crisis forced 

European Union institutions into a new role. The result is a dramatic and rapid shift: whereas for 

decades Europe had been all about opening, liberating, unlocking, emancipating, empowering. 

Today it is suddenly seen as meddling, judging, prescribing, dictating, correcting, even 

punishing.Europe, the great 'opener' of opportunities is now perceived by many as an unwelcome 

'intruder', the friend of freedom is seen as threat to protection – a bad "cop" imposing reforms and 

tightening of budgets while national governments are expected to comply. Another untenable 

division of labour. 

We need to get the balance right. It is essential for the Union to be also on the protecting side.It is 

urgent for the Union not to be seen as only benefiting businesses, but also employees; not only the 

''movers'', but also the ''stayers''; not only those with diplomas and language skills, but all citizens; 

and people not only as consumers, who like cheap products and a wide choice, but also as 

workers, who can see in others, competitors for their jobs. 

And how can we get this balance right? When it comes to protection, people expect two things 

from the European Union. 

First, for problems that individual countries are clearly not big enough to fight on their own, that the 

Union steps in. Second, where national authorities are best-placed to provide care, that the Union 

does not get in the way. Where people really want Europe to defend their interests and keep 

threats at bay, is on global and cross-border issues. Like reckless financial risk taking (which is 

why we are building a banking union) and like closing the net on international tax evasion and 

fraud. Or threats like Internet abuse, social dumping, gas oligarchs – all issues where Europe 

stands its ground, and is stepping up its efforts. 

Protecting does not mean retreating behind our borders. It does not mean commercial 

protectionism either. Part of it is precisely working with other countries abroad, to solve problems – 

like instability, lawlessness, or illegal immigration. This is Europe at work as a protector – on issues 

where its size makes a real difference. Scale matters. 

But there are other cases, where precisely because of its scale, the Union must tread softly. Not 

disrupt, but respect familiar places of protection and belonging – from national welfare choices, to 

regional traditions and identities, all the way down to local cheese.  

Knowing when to act as a Union, and when not to, is a difficult balance. It must be the outcome of 

a conversation, since preserving that balance is a collective work. People expect sensible rules, 

fairly applied, and a fight against abuses. 
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And to me, overall, the citizen's message to the Union IS clear: be stronger outside, be more 

caring inside. This is where we must focus Europe. This is where we must explain Europe, where 

we must communicate Europe – in words, and in deeds. 

I hope this reflection will find echoes in some of your discussions and actions over these two days.  

And I wish you fruitful exchanges.  

Thank you. 

 


