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Reshaping European Democracy
Improving EU democracy is high on the agenda at the upcoming Conference on the Future of Europe, a two-
year consultation proposed by the president of the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen. Will the
radical reforms needed to improve European democracy really be on the table, given the forcefulness of
those attacking them?

When debating democratic reform in Europe, it is important to keep in mind three benchmarks of success.
First, public decisionmaking processes must address society’s challenges more effectively and inclusively.
Second, democratic institutions should be redesigned to encourage political innovation. Finally, any new
measures, experiments, policies, or rules that have been proven to work should move swiftly through the
political system and be put into practice.

At present this does not happen much. Indeed, the EU institutional system more often acts as a barrier to the
spread of good ideas than as an enabler of policy innovation. In contrast, many approaches have made an
impact at a local level across Europe: for example, initiatives like Greece’s SynAthina digital platform for
citizen initiatives; the Finnish Kokeilun Paikka (“place of experiment”), which offers funding for problem-
solving ideas; the Territoires Zéro Chômeurs de Longue Durée jobs program in France; and the British “What
Works Network,” aimed at improving public services. But these have not been picked up and adapted further
afield.

Too many local solutions do not percolate through the EU system. Large-scale state inefficiency often
coexists with pockets of enlightened citizen innovation. There are plenty of useful individual experiments in
participation, but policies are still failing to gather and use smart ideas from the broader population.

The kind of reform options now being discussed within the EU center around rather formalistic, institutional
changes. They have little to do with harnessing the spirit of collective intelligence.

For example, the EU has recently committed to extending subsidiarity: the idea that political decisions should
be taken at a local level, rather than by a central authority. This is presented as a way of deepening
democracy. But the EU understands subsidiarity in an overly rigid way, focused on delegating decisionmaking
powers down the chain. The subsidiarity principle is too often a means to justify the EU’s existence, simply
giving it permission to act where other levels have rather passively accepted its primary role.

Instead, Europe needs a fluid form of subsidiarity in which all levels of governance work together. It needs to
become better at building on different local, regional and national experiments and to react more quickly to
grassroots innovations to help them permeate the whole system.

What if, for instance, the idea behind France’s Territoire Zéro Chômeur de Longue Durée experiment, which 
redirects public funds aimed at addressing long-term unemployment to finance new jobs, had been spotted by

Tweet

Facebook

https://carnegieeurope.eu/?lang=en
https://carnegieeurope.eu/specialprojects/ReshapingEuropeanDemocracy/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20191206IPR68520/towards-a-conference-on-the-future-of-europe
http://www.eurocities.eu/eurocities/documents/SynAthina-Athens-community-platform-WSPO-ARBKQ9
https://www.kokeilunpaikka.fi/en/
https://europa.eu/regions-and-cities/programme/sessions/147_en
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-works-network
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691170794/big-mind
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/report-task-force-subsidiarity-proportionality-doing-less-more-efficiently_1.pdf
https://translate.google.com/translate?hl=en&sl=fr&u=https://www.tzcld.fr/&prev=search
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2020/01/17/can-europe-be-catalyst-for-democratic-innovation-pub-80821
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2020/01/17/can-europe-be-catalyst-for-democratic-innovation-pub-80821
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2020/01/17/can-europe-be-catalyst-for-democratic-innovation-pub-80821


1/20/2020 Can Europe Be a Catalyst for Democratic Innovation? - Carnegie Europe - Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

https://carnegieeurope.eu/2020/01/17/can-europe-be-catalyst-for-democratic-innovation-pub-80821 2/2

EU officials, encouraged, and legally allowed earlier on? What if the lessons learned could benefit all member
states and inform relevant EU legislation? What if the successful approach to the integration of Muslim
fundamentalists in the city of Grimhojvej near Aarhus in Denmark was not an isolated experiment, but part of
systematic set of initiatives encouraged at EU level? The EU needs to think much harder about how to
capitalize on this kind of knowledge and bring solutions to scale.

The EU could thus ditch its notion that multi-level governance means handing over decisionmaking power to
the lower echelons. Rather, it would push power and responsibility up and down to foster new ideas for useful
policies. This would help all levels of government to prioritize democratic participation, creativity, and
innovation.

The push for democracy that is on the policy agenda needs to be approached in a fresh spirit. A few formal,
institutional tweaks will not be enough. The EU needs a system that more people can actively take part in. It
needs to take advantage of Europe’s societal complexity, which can be the source of diverse collective ideas.

To achieve this, the EU should try to give all stakeholders, citizens, corporations, civil society, and local,
regional, and national authorities a chance to suggest solutions to social problems. This could be done
through a revised system of interest group representation, permanent citizen co-legislation processes and an
increased role for science in policymaking. This would deepen member states’ ability to tackle thorny issues
effectively over the long-term.

The European Union must reinvent democratic governance to meet the challenges of a polycentric, complex,
and risky world through collective intelligence. The upcoming Conference on the Future of Europe provides a
chance to do this and that must not be lost.

Stephen Boucher is the founder of Dreamocracy.

Carnegie Europe Carnegie Europe 
Rue du Congrès, 15 
1000 Brussels, Belgium

Phone: +32 2 735 56 50 
Fax: +32 2736 6222

Contact By Email

© 2020 All Rights Reserved

https://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/14/world/for-jihadists-denmark-tries-rehabilitation.html
http://www.dreamocracy.eu/
https://carnegieeurope.eu/?lang=en
https://carnegieeurope.eu/about/?fa=contact

