
WE'VE PLAYED OUR PART. 

EU, TIME TO MAKE A MOVE.
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Conference on the Future of Europe. 
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On Friday 17 June, the European Commission released its communication “Putting Vision into
Concrete Action”, devoted to the Conference on the Future of Europe, the largest and broadest cross-
EU exercise of deliberative democracy of its kind. OBESSU, as the sole representative of secondary
school students at European level, has followed the Conference with both enthusiasm and concern.
Enthusiasm, because we have been calling for more involvement of youth and Civil Society in setting
the vision and direction of the EU for decades; concern, because we know that intention does not
equal outcome, especially when democracy and citizens’ participation are involved.

With this reaction, OBESSU intends to highlight some of the achievements and shortcomings of the
CoFoE, fulfilling our role of keeping institutions accountable for their actions and their promises. We
are the youth who have been sidelined during the pandemic, and disappointed countless times
before: we cannot afford to make it happen again. 

OBESSU welcomes the Conference as a step in the right direction: involving citizens and civil society
in EU decision-making is fundamental to make the EU accessible to its citizens and democratise its
political processes. However, regardless of the words of celebration from EU Commissioner
Dubravka Šuica calling the Conference a success, OBESSU believes that only the long-term
perspective will be the appropriate time frame for understanding whether the citizens’ and civil
society proposals have been effectively welcomed and integrated by the EU institutions.
Celebrating the success of the process at this stage would be the equivalent of celebrating the
success of a Commission Proposal after an Open Public Consultation. Indeed, the Communication
raises important questions about the nature of the Conference’s deliberative process as well as on
its political outcomes, in terms of impact, transparency and accessibility.

For what concerns the Conference’s political outcomes, it is difficult to assess the citizens'
contributions to the EU political goal setting and decision making from the CoFoE Annex and
Communication. The Annex, which is meant to detail citizens’ proposals and specific policy
measures posed as in-progress direct response or as processes to be set up, is merely a list of EU
policy documents that supposedly intersect with citizens’ proposals. OBESSU regrets that the policy
initiatives are only named, leaving the readers very little to work with: no explicit connection is made
between the citizens’ specific measures and the outlined actions. This makes it challenging, if not
impossible, to define the effective extent to which citizens’ input has informed the work of the
Commission in the different areas.

The same could be said about the deliberative process itself. The Commission boasts that it sought
the views of the hardest to reach, some of whom did not ever vote in EP elections, however, there is
no evidence to substantiate this claim, nor to describe the process through which they have
deliberated and discussed their ideas. More clarity is needed also on how the EC is going to act
upon the proposals falling outside of its area of competence, and on the ways it is going to
cooperate with other EU institutions and with Member States to bring the citizens' political
proposals to life. OBESSU regrets that the European Council gathering on 23-24 June was so short in
committing to more precise recommendations: the Member States must be seriously involved in
implementing the CoFoE’s proposals.
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All the above raises the issue of transparency, highlighted at length by Civil Society Organisations
since the CoFoE was first announced and which threatens to carry on throughout the Conference's
closing steps. The Feedback event, announced for November 2022, is unclear in structure, aims
and goals. This lack of clarity inevitably affects the quality of citizens' participation experience,
raising yet another fundamental issue: accessibility. If a citizen who participated in CoFoE wanted to
see with their own eyes the political impact of their recommendations, they would be disappointed -
there are probably more pages to read in the policy documents detailed in the Annex’s than citizens
in the EU. Research on political participation and citizenship engagement shows that participating
in itself is not enough: the experience of participation has to be meaningful and enriching -
especially if it is the first - or it might have an adverse effect on future participation. Another relevant
factor implementing democratic participation is recognition: it is fundamental to encourage future
participation, and OBESSU hopes and expects full recognition of the citizens' and CSOs’ input once it
is put into practice. 

When it comes to proposals and measures for Education, the Communication once again falls short
compared to the expectations of Europeans: the fundamental role of Education in building health
literacy - including mental health - promoting environmental sustainability, enhancing democracy
and accelerating the digital transition is acknowledged very little or not at all. It looks all the more
ironic when reading proposal n.47 of the stream of Education, Culture and Sport, according to which
youth organisations have a "crucial role to play" in bringing the voice and views of young people to
the forefront of EU debates and decision making processes. OBESSU wonders how this ties: with the
minimal involvement of youth organisation in the development and implementation of the
conference; with the deliberative process chosen, i.e. a panel of disenfranchised citizens as opposed
to or alongside with representatives of civil society; and finally, with the chronic and drastic
underfunding of youth organisations which is getting more acute as these lines are written. 

OBESSU highlights the efforts of the Commission and other EU institutions to become more
democratic and transparent, strongly believing that, to fully do so, additional steps are needed:

- A comprehensive outline of the steps forward, with particular attention to the Feedback Event
foreseen for Autumn 2022; 
- Additional clarifications on the nature of cooperation between different EU institutions and Member
States in delivering on the outcomes of CoFoE;
- An exhaustive outline of the interactions between the main recommendations outlined by the
citizens' panel and the effective measures carried out and/or expected to be delivered according to
the EC annual Work Programme.

OBESSU considers it essential to involve CSOs and citizens not just at a consultation stage, but
also in configuring, developing and implementing the deliberative practices they are part of, in a
way that is transparent and accessible. This is paramount in ensuring consistent and relevant
feedback on policy processes from both individual citizens and CSOs for the final steps of CoFoE as
well as for other upcoming exercises of wide participation such as the European Year of Youth.
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