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CONFERENCE: “EXPANDING THE BOUNDARIES OF THE 
EUROPEAN CITIZENSHIP: THE EUROPEAN CITIZENS’ 

INITIATIVE” 

Friday 11 May 2012 

Parliament of Catalonia, Barcelona 

9.00h – 18:30h 

FINAL REPORT (EXTENDED VERSION) 
INTRODUCTION 

On Friday 11 May 2012, the conference was held entitled ‘Expanding the limits of European 
Citizenship: The European Citizen Initiative’ at the premises of the Parliament of Catalonia. This 
conference was part of the ECI-LINK Project that is coordinated by the organisation ECAS 
(European Citizen Action Service) with the support of the European Commission ‘Europe for Citizens’ 
programme. The general objective of the ECI-LINK Project is, on the one hand, to disseminate the 
existence of this new participation channel among European citizens, the very first transnational 
mechanism for deliberative democracy. On the other, it aims to analyse regulation to anticipate 
possible problems, make it easy to exercise and contribute to reviewing and evaluating how it 
functions, which is planned for 2015. The ECI-LINK Project has been organised via round of four 
conferences in four cities in four different countries (Brussels, Barcelona, Paris and Vienna). Jointly 
with the Ferrer i Guàrdia Foundation and ECAS, further participants are the Austrian Institute for 
European Law and Policy, Toute l’Europe, Government To You and the University of Stockholm. 

The conference in Barcelona was held shortly after the activation of the European Citizens ‘Initiatives 
‘ECI’ (1 April) and after the first initiatives had been received by the European Commission. In 
addition to the general objectives mentioned above, there has been an attempt to tackle all legal 
issues more precisely in its design. Each one of the project’s conferences specialise in one area. 
Barcelona centred on the legal aspect, while Paris will delve into how to carry out effective 
campaigns and, in Vienna; we will debate the first phase after the collection of signatures have been 
stored.  

The Barcelona City Council was also involved and supported the conference in Barcelona, along with 
the inestimable collaboration of the Parliament of Catalonia, which most generously offered its 
premises, making a remarkable contribution to recognising the strategic and institutional importance 
of the ECI, as Parliament President Núria de Gispert remarked in her inaugural address at the 
conference. 

The conference was scheduled over the course of one full day; from 9.00 am to 6.30 pm. Attendance 
was free, although advance registration was required. It was considerably high, given the great lack 
of knowledge about the ECI in Catalan society as a whole. Some 100 people came to the Parliament 
building to attend the different panels, round tables and working groups. The profile of people 
attending was heterogeneous, ranging from specialists in citizen participation, members of public 
institutions, union members, members of social organisations and students.  
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Oriol Illa 

(Director of the Fundació Ferrer i Guàrdia) 

 We want to collaborate in making the ECI a useful instrument at the service of democracy 
and European political participation. 

JoanFrancesc Pont 
(Chairman of the Fundació Ferrer i Guàrdia) 

 Today, politics is more important than ever; we cannot just talk about the economy without a 
political guidance that includes ethics and the wishes of the general public. Parliaments need 
the support of the general public (brought about through instruments such as the ECI). At the 
same time, the general public must help the governments. 

 The ECI helps to construct a European citizenship. Citizenship is a nuclear concept of a 
good society. "Citizenship is freedom, equality, fraternity, dignity and laicism” (Hollande), 
values which all of Europe should share to be able to construct a genuine European 
citizenship. 

Núria de Gispert 

(President of the Parliament of Catalonia) 

 Catalonia has always had a pro-European vocation. We want a European citizenship with 
growing weight and greater political influence; as well as bringing the European institutions closer 
to the citizenship so that we feel fully participative. 

 On a recent visit to the Parliament, Martin Schulz (President of the European Parliament) 
expressed the objective of "re-conquering the confidence of the citizens in Europe", which is an 
objective we share. 

 Reducing the democratic deficits of the EU is in our hands. It is important to disseminate 
knowledge about the ECI, as well as its existence. 
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The  political  creation  process  of  the 
European Union and the construction of 
European  citizenship.  Introduction  to 
the ECI. 
1.1 MARIA BADIA 
1.2 (Member of the European Parliament) 

Background 

Right from the start (Treaty of Rome, 1957), the European project has had the aim of bringing 
citizens together, and not just the member states (Schumann and Monnet). This desire was 
developed with the Constitution of the European Parliament and the forming of the European parties. 

In the 1990s, the concept of European Citizenship appeared in the Maastricht Treaty, alongside 
freedom of movement, residence, as well as the right to vote and to be elected. 

In 2004, the European Constitution project (which included the Charter of Fundamental Rights) 
failed; the 2007 Treaty of Lisbon brought the Charter back in its Preamble. 

This coincided with the revolution of the Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) which 
influenced the ability to set up participatory democracy mechanisms. The 2009 European Parliament 
elections favoured the use of ICTs (the European parties had greater opportunities to communicate 
with each other and with the citizens and were able to adopt the proposals of civil society more 
easily), coinciding with Obama's campaign (notable for the use of ICTs and the idea of politics as a 
bottom-up process). However, in the 2009 elections, participation was greatly reduced (43% of EU) 
and more than 116 so-called Eurosceptic representatives were chosen. This "failure" led to rethinking 
the lack of citizen participation in the European project despite having a powerful instrument 
such as the ICTs. 

It is time to make a joint reflection: "what more do we, as European citizens, want to do together?" 

The ECI 

The ECI is a channel for favouring European political participation, in a context of the need for 
changes in the way of organising politics at a European level, both with regard to parties as well 
as the institutions. The parties play an essential role. For example, they need to be transformed into 
transnational lists that present a single candidate for the European presidency.  

For the Hungarian speaker Zita Gurmai, the ECI "is not just a case of being able to use the 
instrument, but that the citizens can make use of it". The ECI opens the door so that citizens can 
get closer to Europe and have their voices heard, to favour a more representative democracy.  

However, the regulations of the ECI contain problems. For example, "Only for competencies of the 
European Commission". Therefore, it is extremely important to advise citizens when using this 
instrument to avoid frustration. The ECI is an opportunity to boost the feeling of being European, 
but care needs to be taken for it not to turn on itself. 
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2. JORDI XUCLÀ  
3. (Member of the Congress of Spain) 

The ECI is an easy instrument (the support of 1,000,000 citizens) in comparison to the requirements 
that, for example, are imposed by the Popular Legislative Initiatives (ILP) in Spain (500,000 
signatures) or the Parliament of Catalonia. We should remember that Europe has more than 500 
million inhabitants. 

However, it should be pointed out that, for example, in 34 years, the Spanish courts have never 
taken an ILP into consideration. It is to be hoped that the European Commission shows a sensitivity 
closer to that of the Parliament of Catalonia (which has taken into consideration and has voted on 
ILPs) than to that of the Spanish courts. 

The concept of "European citizenship" has existed for 20 years, since Maastricht. This can be seen 
in examples such as the European Health Insurance Card (an instrument of efficient coordination at 
a European level).  

However, there are also instruments that lead to pro-European “frustration” as they do not come 
under federal logic and maintain the logic of the states. For example, elections to the European 
Parliament. There is little awareness about European lists, electoral debates are often domestic, 
concerning domestic votes, etc. Direct election of the European presidency was proposed, however it 
failed. Lack of European leadership. The Spanish system opts for a single list in Spain, whilst France, 
Italy, Germany and others have different divisions. This means that in Spain, the distance between 
the citizens and their representatives is accentuated. A change was proposed, however it was 
rejected in the Courts.  

Another example of the distance between the citizens and their representatives. With the Treaty of 
Lisbon, the "early-warning system" also came into effect, meaning that projects with European 
regulations are sent to all the member states, which have an eight-week period to make 
amendments, considerations, etc. In Spain, the parliaments of the autonomous regions are given 
four weeks to go over the European projects if they affect their competencies and another four weeks 
to be dealt with by the mixed Congress-Senate Committee on the EU. Therefore, the directive 
projects on consumer rights or the CAP (Common  Agricultural Policy) go through the Parliament of 
Catalonia and the General Courts, but none of these debates on European legislation reach the 
country's mass media. 

To debate on European themes, to make good use of the instrument that the ECI represents, a 
European communication framework would be a good idea, to explain news from Europe. Here, 
we do not consume European mass media! 

Critical context: We must either advance towards a more federal (less intergovernmental) EU or the 
EU will fail in the forthcoming months/years. There are no European "demos", there is no European 
conscience. We need to take into account the errors, the risky gambles, with the enlargement to the 
east (with states that wish to form part of the EU but without giving up their sovereignty) or the 
myopia of seeing the EU like a forest of cathedrals: if Turkey were to be in the EU, as it has been 
asking since 1974, the geostrategic importance and reality of the EU in the world would be very 
different. 

4. SANTI CASTELLÀ 
(Lecturer in Public International Law and Institutional Relations at the Universitat Rovira i Virgili) 

Three important features: 

1) Europe is "indignant". The need to organise more direct political forms, to recover part of the 
political power that has been "kidnapped" by the apparatus of the parties. A growing demand 
to set up instruments of participatory democracy. 
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2) The role that the EU should play in the world (a changing world). In Europe, the need to talk 
clearly about human rights, the environment and democracy. 

3) Historical approach to the idea of constructing Europe from two aspects: 
a) The European Parliament is increasing its regulatory power 
b) The citizens are increasing their protagonist role 

Europe suffers from a democratic deficit, it has not managed to organise sub-state voices in the 
European construction process. This has led to a paradox, as many competences (not just 
management, but also legislative ones) are in sub-state hands, by applying the principle of 
subsidiarity that the EU itself advocates. 

From the beginning of the European project the idea of a progressive construction has been talked 
about By means of specific realities, on the basis of institutional balances, constructing solidarity step 
by step. For example, creating a European authority (the Commission), with regulatory initiative and 
controlled by the states. Political model comparable to that of the USA, with bicameralism. European 
Parliament chosen by citizens is similar to the Congress, and the Senate is the equivalent of the 
Council of Ministers. Despite the fact that the Council of Ministers still seeks unanimity, this will 
change over time. 

"European Citizenship" was a proposal included by the Spanish government under Felipe González 
that did away with two dynamics:  

1) The right of all EU citizens to vote where they reside (in local and European elections). 
Disassociate citizenship from nationality (a republican, civil and multicultural citizenship rather than a 
national one), linked to the idea of a world of cities. 

2) Disassociate the free circulation of people from carrying out economic activities. 

The ECI complements 1 and 2. It does so by defining itself, not as a popular initiative (with regard to 
towns), but as a citizen initiative (commitment to the community). 

The ECI incorporates a new feature. The European Commission was the only institution with 
regulatory initiative. The European Parliament and the Council of Ministers can incite the 
Commission. With the ECI, the citizens are added to the processes of legislative drive.  

The European construction process has experienced great changes (the euro, enlargements, the 
Treaty of Lisbon, etc.), but the general public have not been consulted/asked. The perception of the 
general public is that, until now, despite wishing to participate in the construction of the EU, they 
have been left to one side. With the ECI, citizens can recover the ability to take a protagonist 
role in the construction of Europe.  

The ECI is a breath of democratic fresh air, which is necessary in this indignant Europe. 
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Regulatory  framework  of  the  EU. 
Introduction  to  regulations  and  legal 
criteria  to  be  taken  into  account  in  the 
ECI mechanism. 
5. MAX VIVES 
(Director of the Fundació Catalunya-Europa) 

5.1 ECI initial perceptions: 
The ECI is a specific, practical instrument that contributes to bringing European institutions closer to 
the general public. 

It is a direct democracy instrument; compatible with representative and participatory democracy 
(there are three complementary forms of democratic expression). 

Some features create negative sensation, such as the perception of the difficulty of being able to 
change basic features of the EU institutions and key aspects of the EU democracy. Nevertheless, 
there is the hope that some ECIs will serve to promote real changes in how the EU functions (e.g., 
increasing the EU budget, putting pressure on the states for more effective transposition of EU 
directives, trying to unify foreign policy and the army, changing the electoral system to choose the 
President of the EU, etc.). 

Initially, one has the perception that the Commission placed too many filters and difficulties for the 
ECIs to carry this out, but we should also recognise the key role of the Commission itself in 
encouraging and approving the regulations of the ECI. Without the Commission's involvement, it 
would not have been approved and it has faced the obstacles that the member states tried to place in 
its way. 

The role that the Commission will have in the ECIs seems to be more interesting than that which the 
regulations initially envisaged, and we maintain confidence that the European Parliament will 
manage to fit the ECI into European politics. 

5.2 About the regulation. 
2 main ECI contributions: 

1) Reduced distance between EU and citizens 
2) Strengthen democracy  

Players who intervene in the process: 

- Citizenship (Citizens’ Committee). Encourage initiative. It was decided that Eurodeputies could 
not form part of it. Number of signatures necessary: 1 million (with minimums per country) from 
seven different countries (1/4 of EU member states) 

- European Commission. This receives the ECI and has the function of registering it; it must verify 
it and draw up the conclusions before being able to initiate the signature-collection process. 

- The member states. They participate in the formal control. 

- The European Parliament It holds hearings (the citizens explain the proposal) and carries out a 
joint legislative function with the Council.  
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Citizens' rights and obligations: 

Rights: 

• The right to participate in the democratic life of the Union. 
• The right to provoke a legislative event. 
• The right to contact the Commission through the Citizens’ Committee. 
• The right to explain the initiative in a public hearing. 
• The right to use the official languages of the Union to write up the initiative. 
• The right to lodge appeals against the rulings of the Commission. 
• The right to withdraw the initiative. 
• The right to receive an answer from the Commission within the deadlines given. 
• The right to receive information from the Commission. 

 

Obligations: 

• Utmost respect for the personal data of the citizens. 
• To constitute an Organising Committee. 
• To comply with the deadlines given for collecting signatures. 
• To collect one million in 1/4 of the member states. 
• To finance the initiative (expenses) and to explain it (will help mechanisms be necessary?).  
• To comply with the formal requirements listed in the annexes of the Regulation. 
• To comply with the material requirements, more determining aspects in view of the complex 

nature of the matter. 

Citizens facing initiatives 

Digital processing is fundamental (because of having to collect it from different states). 

Member states may help to solve formal questions from proximity. 

To have a long deadline (one year). 

Doubts and more complex aspects: 

- How to fix the proposal within the possibilities of the regulation (not being frivolous and not 
contradicting EU values are rather wide concepts that can lead to doubts). 

- The valuation of a political nature, which leaves a lot of room for ambiguity in the 
Commission's decision. 

Difficulties: 

- Bringing together organisers from seven countries 

- Collecting signatures 

- Achieving financing 

- Risk of sanctions for non-compliance 

Potentials: 

+ Compare the power of initiating a legislative process that up until now the Parliament and 
the European Council had with that which citizens will have from now on thanks to this 
initiative 

+ It seems that the procedure will be clear, simple, easy and in proportion to the nature of the 
initiative 

+ It would seem that during the process there will be a balance between the rights and 
obligations of citizens 
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+ The willingness of the Commission to inform and assess informally, on request 

+ Significant respect of personal data 

+ Significant confidence in new technologies 

+ Transparency in the funding 

Unknown factors: 

 The vagueness in the criteria when rejecting the registering of an ECI  

 The broad powers of the Commission in deciding whether or not to initiate a legislative event 

 The political nature of the final considerations 

 Which ECIs will prevail? 

Those that are promoted which are motivated by European influences and sectorised 
lobbies? 

Or those that respond to more popular interests to improve the life of European citizens? 

 The effects of the presence of the ECI organisers in the European Parliament. 

6. LIDIA SANTOS 
(Lecturer in Private International Law at the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona) 

A few days ago the first initiative was registered and admitted, which proposes encouraging 
education exchange programmes (the Erasmus is one of the few instruments that the European 
demos have promoted, the feeling of belonging to European citizenship). 

Introduction 

Concept of European citizenship is a political element that links citizens with a political body (the EU). 
It aims to bring the institutions closer and to compensate for the democratic deficits of the EU; and to 
help create a feeling of belonging to Europe. 

European citizenship is also under construction. It has rights, but it is still dominated by the logic of 
the “interior market” before that of the citizenship logic. Up until now, the jurisprudence of the EU has 
been "varying", in favour of one or another concept. 

The concept of European citizenship is advancing, but with the resistance of the states. 

The rights of active and passive municipal suffrage, the right to request, to circulate and to reside, 
etc. are practically the same as since Maastricht. Now, it includes the right to promote an ECI. The 
previous ones were carried out in a state area and individually, as opposed to the European 
institutions. The ECI has great symbolic significance, as it is the first European scale political 
right, the first transnational political right. 

The European institutions hope that it will be an important instrument and have made it easier for it to 
be carried out: reducing the number of signatures necessary (0.4% of the EU population) as opposed 
to the 500,000 for Legislative Initiatives in Spain (ILP) or the 50,000 required in Catalonia. It has also 
made things easier by offering a very clear website at the service of citizens explaining the stages to 
be followed to initiate an ECI. 
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It is important to remember that the existence of this new instrument is the product of a demand from 
the general public. 

What the ECI is 

Article 10 of the EU Treaty states that the functioning of the institutions shall be based on 
representative democracy, but that also every citizen shall have the right to participate in the 
democratic life of the EU. 

Article 11 of the EU Treaty and article 24 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU regulate this 
participation, with cautions linked to the complex legislative process of the EU. This is why the 
citizens "invite" (and do not oblige) the European commission to present a legislative proposal. This 
nuance is what explains why it is a Citizen Initiative and not a legislative one. The ECI has the 
function of dealing with matters that part of the citizenship believe the EU should deal with; however 
it is not a participation in a legislative process in itself (it is democratic, but not legislative). 

It is an instrument for citizens, not for organisations, in order to compensate the power of influence 
that lobbies already have. 

The ECI has a limited scope, however its development is unknown (although citizens tend to occupy 
all the areas of participation that they are offered). 

Legal character of the instrument. Popular Legislative Initiatives (ILPs), such as those that exist in 
Catalonia and Spain, are a proposal for a law. Once accepted, they go to a plenary meeting in which 
a legislative debate is carried out, in which the proposers of the ILP defend the proposal (as a 
councillor, minister or parliamentary group may do). The ECI does not follow this mechanism. 

We need to understand the distribution of roles which include promoting the initiative and legislative 
power. We need to avoid confusion. In this sense, although they are different instruments, an 
example of ILPs that have occurred in Catalonia can be used as an illustration. In the previous 
legislation, 2 ILPs submitted signatures to the Parliament of Catalonia and they were debated at 
plenary sessions, with different results: forbidding bullfights was accepted and became law; but 
forbidding transgenic plants was rejected, leading to the frustration of the people who had promoted 
that ILP, who believed that the chamber would accept and approved the proposal simply because it 
came from a citizen initiative.   

We need to understand that citizen initiatives cannot be binding, as they respond to the interests of a 
sector of the general public, they do not correspond to 100%. For example, the ECIs presented 
(nuclear energy, gay marriage, Tobin tax, etc.) are subjects in which there is a division among the 
general public and the fact that one part initiates a proposal does not mean that it must be accepted. 

The legislative chambers, in which all citizens are represented, are where the proposals need to be 
studied and negotiated. It is the area in which direct participation collaborates with representative 
participation. 

The ECI is not a legislative initiative, it brings matters of interest to the forefront. We should point out 
that it is presented to the European Executive (which has a legislative initiative capacity) and not a 
legislative power. 

The European Commission must decide whether the proposal initially fits in with the criteria set by 
regulations. Once the signatures have been presented, it has three months to decide how to act. It 
can meet with the proposers to specify what and how to act. 
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The proposers can offer a public hearing at the European Parliament. However, its nature is that of 
an appearance, it only has informative value (unlike the ILPs, in which the proposal is defended in a 
full legislation process). 

 

Doubts and unanswered questions  

It has not been verified what appeals can be lodged to the Commission if it rejects an ECI. 

In article 4, they are undetermined legal concepts; it should be pointed out that the term "manifestly" 
is introduced, meaning that it should be interpreted in a restrictive way, which favours the ECIs (the 
rejection has to be explained). 

Problems of financing. There is no institutional support (in the ILPs in Catalonia and Spain there is 
later funding to compensate expenses). Transparency is extremely important, the origin of the funds 
must be notified, which can make it difficult to use lobbies; although "rules are meant to be broken" 
and there is always the possibility that the prevention is missed out (e.g. in the USA there are 
companies that offer signature-collecting services). 

There is a "non-confessed" intention of regulation, in establishing the need to bring together people 
of different states; obliging transnational social/citizen networks to be formed. 

  
7. QUESTIONS 
Isn't it a process that is too costly (in terms of time, money, etc.) if afterwards the 
Commission can do (or not to do) what it wants? 

A: The Commission must maintain power to prevent the perverse use of the mechanism (a difficult 
balance) 

The “participatory" aspect of the process is reduced to the promoters. How does one involve 
the rest of the citizens and maintain attention over time without the collaboration of the mass 
media? 

A: The problem is the lack of participatory culture that is typical of our country; but the ECIs allow 
attention to be focused on a certain matter, as well as to open up debate among the general public 
and among the representatives (this should be valued very positively). 

 

 

Legal  competencies  in  Europe:  From 
theory to practice 

8. TONY VENABLES 
(Director of the European Citizen Action Service – ECAS) 

Answer to 3 questions: 

1) What degree of optimism can we have? 
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When there is so much distance between the citizens and the institutions of the EU, what political 
meaning would it have if the Commission does not accept the initiatives?  

The birth process of this instrument is, in itself, a guarantee. It enjoyed broad participation in 
preparing and approving the regulation and therefore, there is a favourable pressure when taking the 
ECIs into consideration. 

We should point out that 10 initiatives were submitted in the first month and that there are others that 
are being prepared. 

2) What is the position concerning the legal matters of the ECI? 

The regulations are clear. An initiative will only be rejected when it is MANIFESTLY outside the 
principles of the EU. Therefore, the door is open and it would be surprising for them to refuse many 
of them. 

We need to take care with what is established in the Treaties (in other words, with the competence 
hierarchy of the EU).  

The ECIs submitted are working with groups of lawyers to verify that the legal conditions are suitable. 

There is tension between civil society (with European ideals) and the member states. The Treaty of 
Lisbon has opened a door (albeit a narrow one) onto everything that the member states delegate to 
the EU. Water, mass media, and so on are initiatives linked to the legislation of the states, but are 
also part of the legislative area of the EU. 

They are putting pressure on the limits of European legislation, something which is positive from a 
democratic point of view, though complex. 

3) 2015 review? 

The practical adaptation of the regulation may not adapt to expectations, however, a review is 
envisaged in 2015. Therefore it is important to analyse the situations that arise. 

There are initially 3 challenges: 

a) Financing. We need to take great care. The ECIs needs to be genuine, not to come from 
large lobbies (the regulations establish, with a highly symbolic meaning, the concept of 
"Citizens' Committee"). Work is being carried out in a non-profit making help centre, bringing 
together legal experts from different countries and thinking about the financing for the 
preparatory stages (this involves approximately a year of preliminary work). A cost of €1 
million euros is envisaged for each ECI (a very big challenge). 

b) Improvements in the regulation itself. When they were being drawn up, there was a shortage 
of time, particularly on behalf of civil society. One year might be an insufficient deadline, we 
might need 18 months for collecting signatures. 

In addition, it is not a legislative process and therefore, demands with regard to personal 
data could start to relax. 

We will need to look at and analyse the functioning of the mechanism to correct it and 
improve it. 

c) Lack of knowledge about the right/ECI instrument. This makes the signature-collecting 
process difficult. Greater involvement is required from the institutions to publicly inform about 
the existence of the ECIs. 
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9.  

10. FERNANDO J. ANTON PÉREZ 
(Representative of the European Federation of Public Service Unions, promoters of the ECI to 
demand water as a basic human right) 

An ECI was submitted (and accepted) asking the EU to guarantee the right to water and to promote 
water supply and sanitation as essential public services for everyone. It has been promoted by the 
European Federation of Public Service Unions (EPSU). 

They carried out extensive preliminary work before presenting the initiative (in explaining it to the 
members of Parliament, adapting the proposal to the requirements of the regulation, etc.). The main 
unions have been jointly working on it, collaborating with organisations in civil society. 

If it does not prosper, they will not experience any frustration. They value the importance that the 
human right to access water and its sanitation is a subject that is being projected all over Europe 
(through the coordination of the unions). 

The first problems they came up against in the practical application of the regulation:  

 The need for certification of the website by the EU (there are only three civil servants 
destined to this job and they cannot cope). The certification costs more than half of the initial 
amount that is requested to finance the ECI (€100,000). 

 The registration of the ECI was accepted before the webpage was certified: therefore, the 
deadline for collecting supports has started even though they cannot yet be collected over 
the Internet. 

 

11. LUCCA COPETTI 
(Representative of the committee promoting the ECI, Fraternité 2020) 

Fraternité 2020 intends that the EU should offer greater opportunities for internal mobility (reinforcing 
exchange programmes, etc.).  

It was the first ECI registered. It does not represent any lobby. It arose from a meeting of young 
people and former students of Cluny Summer University. They suggest (the Commission decides) 
three measures, to be written in the EU's framework of competence. 

Problems detected: 

 Having to specify an idea with possibilities of success in 7 different states (transnational 
proposal). Over the Internet, they created a group of 1,800 people from different states and then 
the brainstormed. Internet also allows for greater dissemination of information. They contacted 
social organisations to look for support and members of the European Parliament (although they 
do not sign, their implicit support helps). They also sent out a letter asking for support from 
institutional positions. These are all aspects that helped to achieve signatures. 

 The process for collecting online support requires an elevated budget. They are looking for 
sponsors or donations. It costs €11,000 to rent a server for 1 year, on which to host the software 
ceded by the European Commission. This is a significant problem, as they do not have economic 
resources, they are normal citizens without lobbies behind them. 
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 They express their perception that the requirement to collect 1,000,000 signatures is an 
excessive figure. 

 

They positively value the fact that the European Commission has given them support in everything 
(except in the aspect of the infrastructure to collect online support). 

Social networks (Internet) helped to institutionalise bottom-up (which is the path they believe that 
politics should also follow). 

They foresee 2 options/results of the ECI:  

a) Success. This will verify the possibility that citizens can have an influence on European 
policy  

or, 

b) Failure. This will create the perception of an increase in the distance between citizens and 
institutions and will show a vacuum in the meaning of the level of representation in 
European democracy. 

 

12. Questions and answers. 
Why does the European Commission provide free software but not the operational part? 

A: We do not know the reason; we are putting pressure on to solve this matter. 

 

How can the difficulties mentioned be compensated? 

A: We need professionalisation, not "amateurs". We need to look for financing, resources, support 
organisations for signature collecting, etc. 

A: It is a handicap being the first, but it is good to try it. Later on, the problems and shortcomings will 
have been seen, the regulations will be reviewed and the mechanisms can be improved for future 
initiatives. 
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Workshops 

13. Workshop  1:  The  ECI.  Step  by  step.  The  process  and  the 
elements to be taken into consideration on submitting an ECI. 

Objective: To look in depth at the dissemination and the debate around the steps, the deadlines and 
the requirements that need to be followed to submit an ECI from the legal, theoretic and practical 
point of view. 

Speakers: 
• Andreu Olesti Rayo, Professor of Public International Law (European Community Law) 
at the Universitat de Barcelona  

• Albert Royo, representative of the European Commission in Barcelona 

• David del Valle, responsible for Euronews in Spain and representative of the committee 
promoting the Let me vote ECI 

Moderator: Marc Cases, President of Esplac 

 

Contents: 

Before starting the process, it is fundamental to value whether the ECI is the most suitable 
strategy for the purpose in mind. We need to see if the Commission has competencies or 
whether it would be more practical to recur to other methods/instruments: use the right of 
petition to the European Parliament, address the Ombudsman, address the institutions, etc. 
Unlike these alternatives, the ECI is an instrument limited to European citizens. 

Citizens can also denounce non-compliance with community legislation by a member state. 
When there is a cross-border conflict, there is a specific mechanism (SOLVIT). When the 
European Commission wants to propose legislation, before elaborating the articles, it opens a 
public consultation (green paper) in which the citizens can participate. 

The ECI is an application to the European Commission that presents a "legal document", it does 
not specify a legislative instrument (it can be a resolution, programme, directive, etc.). 

The same regulation is envisaged: 

1) To delegate the modification of the regulation to the Commission 
2) On 1 April 2015, the regulation will be reviewed 

The competencies of the EU are those attributed by the member states, to the degree set by the 
states. Controversy concerning the scope of EU competencies (in many cases shared and 
subject to the principle of subsidiarity). Therefore, although it has the positive desire to 
cooperate, the Commission's capacity for action may be limited. 

It is complex to decide whether the European institutions have competencies, for example, to 
oblige states to legislate on a matter. This complexness is accentuated when it can affect the 
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constitutions of the states however, last summer, Spain made an urgent modification to the 
Constitution for European matters. This means that political desire is more important than legal 
components. 

The ECI excludes the possibility of asking for a reform of the Treaty, as this is not within the 
competencies of the European Commission. 

Phases of the process: 

Register: A Citizens' Committee needs to be created and they need to reside in seven different 
states (they do not need to be nationals). They have to choose one of them as a representative 
(interlocutor with the Commission) and another as a substitute. They then have to register the 
ECI in an official language, giving it a title, objects and objective (brief, 500 characters), as well 
as which articles of the treaties justify the proposal. They must also specify any financing 
received (declared from €500 a year). An annex and a proposal for a legal document can be 
presented. 

If it complies with the requirements, it is accepted. It is registered and explained publicly. The 
representative of the ECI is given a secure account on the website for communication with the 
Commission. 

The committee can stop the process at any time up until the handing over of the signatures. 

The commission offers free software for data collecting, although different software may be 
used. The software must be validated by the authorities of the member states (the one offered 
by the Commission can facilitate this validation process). 

The 12 months start to be counted from the moment at which the initiative is officially registered. 
The declarations of support can be in electronic format or on paper and the forms envisaged in 
the regulation must be used (they can be downloaded free of charge). They must be presented 
separately (digital and paper). 

The differences of the member states should be taken into consideration: e.g. the minimum age 
varies according to the state, or that in some places when a surname is change through 
marriage the maiden name should be added. 

The minimum number per country is the result of multiplying the number of Euro deputies of 
each state by 750 (the changes in the composition of the European Parliament lead to changes 
in the minimum signatures per state) 

The relevant authorities in each state must verify the signatures. It is recommended to collect 
more than the minimum required, as it is possible that some of them will be ruled out. 

Once the million signatures have been verified and obtained, the information concerning the 
financing received must be added to the process of presenting the dossier to the Commission. 

It must be remembered that if the Commission presents a proposal, its approval corresponds to 
the Council and to the Parliament. 

Obstacles to the ECI: some difficulties have been expressed, such as the financing, the 
limitations derived from the conditions of data protection and the lack of knowledge regarding 
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this new instrument. In addition, 50% of the member states do not yet have a valid certificate 
system. 

The formal deadline is one year for collecting signatures, but the practical deadline is shorter as 
the ECI is registered without certification and the deadline starts. In practice, it requires 
financing efforts that can only be achieved if there are transnational organisations or private 
capital behind them, making this more complex for citizens. 

The regulation indicates that they should be individuals, however, in reality, it is inevitable that 
different organisations and lobbies participate, particularly taking into account the transnational 
requirements of the ECIs.  

In fact, from a more positive perspective, this can encourage the creation of new lobbies by 
citizens to defend their interests. It is calculated that there are currently some 10,000 lobbies in 
Brussels (more than 2,000 registered). 

Another problem for the ECI is the "lack of knowledge of Europe" by the general public, a lack of 
"European public opinion" and a lack of EU "visibility”, its presence in everyday reality (70% of 
legislation comes directly or indirectly from European institutions) is covered up by states and 
bureaucracy. The states should collaborate in informing about this European "reality", but the 
great infrastructures mainly financed by the EU, such as water treatment plants, desalination 
plants, high-speed trains, motorways, and so on are only inaugurated by national and local 
authorities. 

 

14. Workshop  2:  Certification  of  the  signaturecollecting  system 
and of declarations of support. Data protection. 

Speakers: 
• José Luis Viedma Lozano, deputy director of the Office of the Electoral Census of the 
Spanish Institute of Statistics (INE) - the organisation assigned to Spain as the authority for 
verifying and certifying ECIs. 

• Josep Domingo, Professor of Data Privacy at the Universitat Rovira i Virgili 

• Jordi Herrera Joancomartí, lecturer at the Department of Information and 
Communications Engineering at the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona 

Moderator: Joffre Villanueva, sponsor of the Fundació Ferrer i Guàrdia 

Contents:  

There are two systems for collecting signatures: paper and electronic; and an individual form for 
each member state. The system must guarantee data protection and that false "programmed" 
declarations of support are not made. 

The case of Spain. The Office of the Electoral Census has not participated in the regulation, it 
only takes on the function of certification as a competent authority. Initially, there were doubts 
about taking on electronic certification (without precedence in the ILPs in Spain). The website of 
the Census Office publishes the information about the procedures. 
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Spain is part of the group of countries that require special data: a specific model of form 
because it requires the personal identification of the signatory (ID card or passport).  

• The declarations of support from Spanish people residing in Spain will be certified by 
the Office of the Electoral Census.  

• The declarations from Spanish people residing abroad depend on the model of form 
that they use (Spanish model also Census Office; model of another country, it can be 
validated by this country).  

• Residents from other countries in Spain must be validated by their country of origin. 

The most "conflictive" point is electronic-digital signatures. The responsibility for complying with 
the guarantees of data protection stipulated in the regulation belongs exclusively to the 
organisers. Certification authorities have the function of verifying it is complied with.  

How is this verification done?  
European discussion around two possible approaches: 
a) some countries defended that it should be restricted to the documentation that was 
contributed by organisers, with the declaration that their system fulfilled the conditions by the  
organisers themselves 
and b) countries defending that an effective verification of the system should be made (analysis 
of the computer system, assessment of contingencies that could lead to failures in security, 
etc.). 

It was decided to simplify. According to regulations, if the platform for collecting signatures is 
hosted in a centre with ISO 27001 certification, this is considered to be a guarantee of security. 
Problem: it is very expensive.  
(the server must be in a member state, which will validate it). 

With regard to hardware, the free application offered by the European Commission also 
simplifies the process, as it only needs to be verified that it is being used. Whether one opts for 
one or another, it needs to be verified. The system must permit the exportation of all the data 
necessary in .xml format to be verified. 
It should be pointed out that while in the case of ILPs the "signature" needs to be verified, in the 
case of ECIs, according to the regulation, this is not necessary. 

Digital Signature 
This simplifies the logistics of collecting signatures and security requirements. It also involves 
providing less information (fewer risks), as the name is sufficient. 

"Informal" (but valid) procedures, such as a website onto which support data is introduced have 
security problems: it is easy to falsify support. For example, in the referendum of the Diagonal of 
Barcelona there were numerous falsifications; the electronic voting system was done by a 
solvent company, however the system for accrediting signatories failed, on choosing mobile 
phones to make participating easier. 

Therefore, "Digital signatures" are defended due to their reduced cost and the legal and 
technical facilities they offer. They consist of a secret, private user key (on a chip) combined 
with a public key (one decodes the other). The problem is that the public key must be clearly 



18 
 

linked to an identity; this is solved by a document signed by the institutional authority that 
certifies the identity linked to the key.  

There is a legal European framework for digital signatures, but it is very general. 

The Digital Signature depends on the original content of the document. If anyone changes the 
content, the signature loses its validity. It can be verified quickly and in a massive way and, 
technically, it could be verified from any of the member states. What would be necessary would 
be that the authority in each state validated the identity. There is no need for great storage of 
data, but guaranteed technical security (only making sure that the data is not "lost"). 

The ECI is a lower legislative rank than the Popular Legislative Initiatives (ILPs), as ILPs start at 
the legislative procedure, whilst ECIs are a "proposal". Therefore, the legal requirements for 
ECIs are less than for ILPs. In ECIs, the term "signatories" is in inverted commas as support is 
being declared, but there is no need to sign when it is done in electronic format. 

There are aspects of the law that technically cannot be assured: 
e.g. data always encoded to protect third parties, but it does not protect the 
promoters/organisers of the ECI.  
In declarations of support, the data can be modified (the 12-month deadline can be falsified) 
There is the risk that one ECI could transfer declarations to another ECI (technically simple) 
(this could be solved with a digital signature that guarantees data and the objective of the 
declaration of support) 

General aspects 

They have opted more for offering facilities than guaranteeing security and rigour. 
However we find a contradiction in the fact that heavy requirements have been imposed on the 
computer platform, but involve a high cost of rental and maintenance of a valid server. 

The obligation to destroy data prevents the organisation from getting back to the signatories to 
inform them about the results or so that they can make a follow-up on the process. 

Some experts coincide in that perhaps it would have been better to go for a single system for 
collecting signatures digitally. The combination with the system of adhesions via the website 
complicates the process. 
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15. Workshop 3: Analysis of the regulation and practical cases 

Contents:  

Once the million signatures have been presented, the European Commission has the obligation 
to: 

1- Publish in the register that the process has concluded (this is a minimum obligation; e.g. 
they could have added that it should be published in the EU Official Journal) 

2- Call a hearing to the organisers "at a suitable level" (an ambiguous expression) 

3- It has to issue a communication in which it expresses its position (favourable or 
unfavourable) 

If it is favourable, the process is initiated (however it is warned that in this phase the 
process may be held up, the response may not be automatic and public consultations 
may be opened, a green or white paper may be submitted to prepare the proposal and 
so on. Impact reports must also be requested, meaning that the proposal can change a 
great deal with regard to the one that was presented). 

If it is rejected, legal or political arguments can be given. However, it should be 
remembered that there is an initial control "of minimums" (that are not "manifestly" 
contrary to the competences and values of the EU), that is easily overcome. On the 
other hand, a more accurate assessment can lead to rejection. 

The rejection must be justified, which means that it is difficult for any appeal to be 
accepted. When the decision is political, there is no possible jurisdictional appeal. 

Nevertheless, the legal process is one thing and political pressure is another. With the 
backing of the signatures collected, new channels can be opened, for example, looking 
for a political group in the European Parliament to take on the proposal/initiative. 

The Commission almost always accepts initiatives that come from the Parliament and 
from the Council. Therefore, it would be unlikely that they would reject those that come 
from citizens. 

 

The regulation obeys two kinds of logic: 

1) The logic of dialogue, of the access of the citizens to institutions, of opening them up and 
bringing them closer to the general public. (In addition to the private hearing, a public 
hearing will be made to the European Parliament).  

2) The regulation does not overcome the "studio monopoly" existence of the legislative 
initiative of the European Commission in the ECI process. The European Commission 
proposes and the Parliament and the Council decide. The citizens can "ask" the 
Commission, but it does not have the power to decide. Following the same logic, the 
reform of the Treaties is outside the ECI. 
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Despite the risk that the European Commission rejects the initiatives (risk of frustration), it is 
hoped that it will try to accept them positively so as not to create rejection among the citizens. 

On the other hand, we highlight the importance of not only taking notice of the legislative 
results, but also the process in itself: creating transnational networks of citizens, generating a 
collective European conscience, the capacity of the general public to introduce matters into the 
political agenda, to create debate, the construction of a European political area, etc. 

There is the paradox that initially the ECI is limited to the general public (not organisations, 
unions, parties, and so on), however the mechanism means that at a practical level the 
involvement of the lobbies and/or social organisations is required.  

There are people who consider that the number of signatures (1 million) is excessive, however it 
is a question of perspective (in Spain the ILPs require half a million and they have been 
collected).  

The need to collect signatures in different countries means that a European perspective in the 
proposals that we defend must be adopted. 

Greater facilities are requested for using the electronic signature, as it is considered that it will 
reduce the expense of the signature collecting. 

The ECI is valid as a further step ahead towards the construction of Europe, a further step 
ahead towards a more democratic Europe. 

We would highlight the suitability of introducing electronic mechanisms for collecting support, 
not just to facilitate the process, but also to obtain the involvement of young people.  
In addition, the potential of young people with regard to ECIs is noteworthy. 

1) Greater skills to interact in 2.0 social networks (important feature for seeking support 
and disseminating initiatives transnationally) 

2) More pro-European experience (exchange programmes, Erasmus, etc.) 
3) Change in the paradigm of the participation of young people, more inclined to 

immediate, one-off participation through social networks, willing to sign petitions, etc. 

In the case that the European Commission does not comply with the initial deadline of two 
months for registration, there is the option to require the Commission to do so and if there is still 
no response, there is the option to appeal before the EU Court of Justice. 

It is warned that there may be legal difficulties to establish the competence of the European 
Commission in many matters. In some cases these support of expert jurists will be required for 
the Committees. 
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The  final  conference:  ECI.  Advancing  in 
the  practice  of  European  citizenship. 
Opportunities and challenges. 
 

Johannes Pichler 

(Director of the Austrian Institute for European Law and Policy) 

The Treaty of Lisbon encourages citizens to "re-conquer Europe". The citizens are the 
sovereigns. We could believe that a new era has started, but words are not the same as reality. 

Criticisms: 

 Information about the new instrument (the ECI) has not been disseminated 

 The deadline of 12 months may be too short  

 Some restrictions (data required, etc.) are excessive 

 The requirements exclude, in practice, small initiatives. In other words, the practical reality 
requires the participation of large organisations. 

 The process needs to be facilitated and excessive costs need to be prevented (e.g., problem with 
servers hosting the data) 

 The responsibility for data protection falls on the organisers and, in the case of negligence, this 
could lead to a financial "catastrophe". 

Answers 

The ECAS Project will create an online tool to help the ECIs. 

"Mental" support, encouragement and creating a favourable environment are needed. 

The subject of collecting funds needs to be looked into in greater depth. 

It is important to assess and analyse the practical effects of the ECI to present a report in 2014 (with 
a view to the review planned for 2015)  

Opportunities 

We need to make the most of the opportunities offered by the ECI. It is an opportunity to take a step 
towards a "European Commission of the European citizens". 

The political costs could be disproportionately high if citizen participation ends up in frustration. The 
European institutions need to take this into account. 

The “participatory" evolution of the citizens of modern societies cannot be stopped. A more 
committed citizenship is needed (and to substitute the model of the domination of pressure groups). 
In fact, the Treaty of Lisbon calls on participatory democracy to calculate needs, without the support 
of the citizens, the EU would come undone. 
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The ECI needs to be seen as the beginning of a new political structure. In the future, the direct 
election of the executive and of the European presidency, referendums of a European scope, etc., 
will be added 

A central part of the ECI is to make campaigns, reach the greatest number possible of people, 
collaborate with other ECIs and create collaboration dynamics. 

If the objective is not achieved (1 million) one can always try again, (all improvements or changes in 
any society are always initially promoted by a minority). And if a significant number of signatures are 
achieved, even if 1,000,000 are not reached, a political dialogue is created (horizontal and vertical). It 
is fundamental to create alliances, seek support, and encourage horizontal civil dialogue. 

 

 
  



23 
 

Closure 

Oriol Illa 

(Director of the Fundació Ferrer i Guàrdia) 

 The Workshop has allowed positive and negative aspects of the practical application of the 
ECI to be seen 

 The ECI is linked to the EU construction process 

 The ECI is an open door to democratic participation in the EU (an EU that is closer to the 
citizens). We need to make the most of this. 

Carles Llorens 
(General Director of Development Cooperation, of the Generalitat de Catalunya.) 

 Despite having reasons for Euroscepticism (like the fact that the vindications to make 
Catalan an official language have been ignored by the EU), Catalonia is a territory that 
continues to be defined as pro-European. The conviction that in Catalonia ECIs will arise and 
that the ECIs promoted from other points in Europe will be supported. 

Tony Venables 

(Director of the European Citizen Action Service – ECAS) 
 It is still too early to extract conclusions about the functioning of this new instrument. 

 We need to be aware that any ECI is a medium-term task. The pace of the EU is slow, we cannot 
expect immediate results. 

 If we distrust the ECI, it will not work. We need to transmit confidence and belief in the use and 
good result of ECIs, as well as believing that European institutions will deal with them well. 

 It will only work with the full involvement of the citizenship. 

 

 

 

"This project has been funded with support from the European Commission. This publication reflects the 
views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made 
of the information contained therein."  

 

 

 


