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There is no doubt that citizens and parliaments are the ‘greatest winners’ in the 
Treaty of Lisbon, which entered into force on 1st December last year.   

This Treaty will make the European Union more democratic and more transparent, 
for all of us. 

It clearly confirms three principles of democratic governance in Europe: 

Democratic equality; which means that the European institutions must give equal 
attention to all citizens;  

Representative democracy; reflected by a greater role for the European Parliament 
and greater involvement of national Parliaments;  

Participatory democracy; with new forms of interaction between citizens and the 
European institutions, like the citizens' initiative.  

I would like to particular focus on the last two principles. 

The Treaty of Lisbon adds a whole new dimension of participatory democracy to the 
European Union.  I do not agree with those who think that there is a zero sum game 
between participatory and representative democracy.  The Union is founded on 
representative democracy – now we are adding a new dimension. 

It reinforces the citizenship of the Union by complementing the set of rights granted 
on EU citizens and recognizes the right for every citizen to participate in the 
democratic life of the Union.  

It also enshrines the key standards of civil dialogue to which the institutions must 
live up to and codifies the Commission's existing practice of carrying out broad 
public consultations. 

And, for the first time, it gives citizens an innovative way to be able to exercise their 
new participatory democracy rights: The European Citizens’ Initiative, which will be 
the first formal European “bottom-up” processor in the history of the EU. 

The new Treaty provisions are a significant step forward in the democratic life of the 
Union. They provide a real opportunity to bring the Union closer to the citizens and 
to build a genuine European public space. Their implementation will reinforce 
citizens' and organised civil society's involvement in the shaping of EU policies. 

The European Union therefore needs to seize the opportunity which the new Treaty 
offers with these new participatory democracy rights. 

Let me come first of all to the Citizens' Initiative. 

With this new right, one million citizens from a range of countries will be able to 
come together and call directly on the Commission to take action on an issue that is 
important to them. 

This means that the European Citizens' Initiative will give citizens a right which 
echoes that already enjoyed by the European Parliament and the Council, to ask the 
Commission to make proposals. 

It is important to underline however that the citizens' initiative is an agenda setting 
initiative. It does not affect the Commission's right of initiative, and the Commission 
remains responsible for this.  It will, however, oblige the Commission, as a college, 
to give serious consideration to the requests made by citizens' initiatives, and to 
explain why if it reaches a different conclusion.  

This new instrument will therefore not only foster greater cross-border public debate 
about EU policy issues, by bringing citizens from a range of countries together in 
defending one specific issue. It will also lead to an open and frank debate between 
citizens and the European Commission. 
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I will not go into the detail since there will a panel discussion this issue later on 
today. 

Nevertheless I would like to say a few words about where we stand with making the 
citizens' initiative operational. 

As you probably know, the Commission launched a broad public consultation on the 
citizens' initiative with the adoption of a Green Paper on 11 November 2009.  

The public consultation generated over 300 responses from a range of contributors 
including individual citizens, organisations and public authorities.  

The Commission also organised a public hearing on this matter, which brought 
together over 150 stakeholders and produced rich contributions to the debate. 

I believe these are excellent results and show that there is considerable interest 
across Europe for this new right. 

The debate brought many interesting ideas and suggestions to the table from 
citizens and organizations alike as to how to make the Citizens’ Initiative 
operational.  

One of the key messages that came across from the contributions is that citizens 
want this tool to be user friendly. They want it to be simple, straightforward, 
understandable and most of all accessible!  

I could not agree more. This instrument needs to be used. We need to make it as 
easy as possible to use in order to foster a European public space, widen the 
sphere of public debate across Europe and bring the EU closer to the concerns of 
the citizens. 

What are the next steps? 

Drawing on the results of the consultation, the Commission has drafted a proposal, 
which is scheduled to be adopted by the college next week.  We would like to see 
this adopted by Parliament and Council and in  fore before the end of this year. 

Now coming to the issue of civil dialogue  

The requirements of the Treaty as regards public consultation are not new to the 
Commission. 

As early as 2001, the quality, as well as the open and inclusive dimension, of its 
consultation processes has been enshrined in a set of minimum standard to be 
respected by its services. It includes very clear rules for the services to respect 
when consultations are launched. 

The Commission remains committed to an open and inclusive policy making 
approach and to translate into full reality the principle of participatory democracy set 
out in the Treaty. 

A large number of structured and regular dialogue processes with stakeholders 
organisations are managed by its Directorates-general across all EU policies.  

The Commission intends to pursue its policy in this regards. Continuous efforts will 
be developed, in contact and in dialogue with stakeholders, to improve the quality 
and the openness of its dialogue and consultation mechanisms.  

The new College has already reaffirmed the importance of consultation processes 
as an essential contribution to smart legislation.  This will be a major opportunity for 
all stakeholders to have an input into the key political initiatives of the coming years. 
Let me now turn to the principle of representative democracy and the greater 
involvement of the European Parliament, as well as of the 40 chambers 
representing the 27 EU national Parliaments. 
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The Lisbon Treaty considerably strengthens the role of the European Parliament as 
the only directly elected EU institution.  It now enjoys important new powers 
regarding EU legislation, the EU budget and international agreements. In particular, 
the massive extension of co-decision procedure – now called ordinary legislative 
procedure – to key policy areas as Agriculture, Trade and Justice and Home Affairs 
ensures that the European Parliament is placed on an equal footing with the Council 
for the vast majority of EU legislation.   

At the same time, the new Treaty gives national Parliaments greater scope to 
participate alongside the European institutions in the work of the EU. It explicitly 
recognizes that “national Parliaments contribute actively to the good functioning of 
the Union” and contains a series of new rights and obligations, through which 
national Parliaments will be able to exercise this new role conferred to them by the 
new Treaty.  

For example, national Parliaments now take part in the revision procedures of the 
Treaties.  They can oppose an initiative of the European Council to invoke the 
bridging or passerelle clause to shift from unanimity to QMV.  They can also oppose 
a Council decision to have aspects of family law with cross-border implications 
adopted by ordinary legislative procedure. And they are directly involved in the 
monitoring and evaluation of Europol and Eurojust and, more generally, are entitled 
to being informed about the implementation of the Union policies in the area of 
Freedom, Security and Justice. 

However, featuring most prominently among national Parliaments' new rights is 
certainly their responsibility to "ensure compliance with the principle of subsidiarity in 
accordance with the procedure set out in Protocol [No 2]", commonly known as 
"subsidiarity control mechanism" or the "yellow and orange card procedure".  

This procedure involves the possibility for national Parliaments to force the 
Commission to review its proposals, and for the legislator to stop the ordinary 
legislative procedure if a simple majority of the votes allocated to national 
Parliaments [28 out of 54] questions conformity with the subsidiarity principle of a 
particular proposal within 8 weeks. 

On 1 December 2009, President Barroso and former Vice President Wallström sent 
a letter to the Presidents of the 40 Chambers of national Parliaments, explaining in 
detail how the Commission intended to put the new subsidiarity control mechanism 
into practice.  

The main messages the Commission wanted to pass with this letter were:  

The Commission is determined to see the subsidiarity control mechanism as a 
political, and not as a purely accounting exercise.  

The Commission is confident that national Parliaments will use this instrument in a 
responsible and constructive way, respecting the distinction between subsidiarity 
issues and policy input. 

The Commission wants to facilitate the use of this new instrument and does not 
intend to create artificial obstacles for national Parliaments.  

Where are we today? 

Since the new College took up its functions on 10 February, the first 5 proposals 
falling under the scope of the "yellow and orange card procedure" have been 
adopted:    

The first concerning the EU financial contributions to the International Fund for 
Ireland, the second on FRONTEX, the third on statistical returns in respect of 
carriage of goods and passengers by sea, the fourth on a European Heritage Label 
and the fifth on the right to interpretation and translation in criminal proceedings.  
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The 8 weeks deadline for the first proposal expires on 2 April, just before Easter. So 
far, we have received only one – positive - opinion from the Austrian Bundesrat on 
the first draft concerning the International Fund for Ireland. 

For the Commission, the ball is now in the court of national Parliaments. We await 
their reactions with great interest and are following with particular attention the 
different discussions currently taking place within the COSAC and the Conference of 
Speakers of EU Parliaments on the future of interparliamentary cooperation.  

One of the most frequently asked questions is when we expect this new mechanism 
to be triggered for the first time, and whether we expect it to be triggered at all.  

On the one hand, a quick "test case" would certainly be helpful in order to make 
sure and check that all our procedures are working and that we have put in place all 
necessary measures to allow the mechanism to run smoothly.  

On the other hand, I certainly know that the 8 weeks deadline is, indeed, very 
demanding for national Parliaments and that the thresholds are certainly not easy to 
trigger. Looking at what the Commission has received in terms of opinions from 
national Parliaments over the last 4 years, in the context of the political dialogue, I 
can only take note that the Treaty thresholds would never have been reached. 
There are still extremely few Commission proposals or communications on which we 
receive 4 or more opinions.   

For the very reason that the subsidiarity control mechanism will not be easy to 
trigger for national Parliaments, and that this new Treaty instrument allows national 
Parliaments to express themselves only on the question of subsidiarity, it is 
essential to maintain, and even deepen, the political dialogue we have built up since 
2006.  

It will give us the possibility to exchange opinions not only on subsidiarity questions, 
and not only on legislative proposals, but on basically all Commission documents, 
including their content, their legal base or aspects of proportionality.  

The political dialogue works very well. The number of opinions we receive from 
national Parliaments has been constantly increasing, from 168 in 2006/2007 to 200 
in 2008 and 250 in 2009. This clear upward trend has also been confirmed during 
the first months of this year.  There is certainly still room for improvement, on both 
sides, but overall I think everybody agrees that the initiative taken by President 
Barroso and the Commission in 2006 has been a great success.  

Let me emphasise that we very much welcome the extremely active participation of 
the Portuguese Parliament, who has sent us no less than 47 opinions in the course 
of the last year.     

The new College, of which I have the honour to be one of the Vice Presidents, has 
taken up its function at a crucial moment, and namely when the Commission is 
called to implement the important new provisions contained in the Lisbon Treaty with 
regard to national Parliaments.   

The Commission is determined to further promote the role of national Parliaments 
and to keep national Parliaments on top of the institutional and political agenda of 
the Commission, with a clear focus on ensuring a smooth implementation of the new 
Treaty provisions on national Parliaments contained in the Lisbon Treaty, and in 
particular the subsidiarity control mechanism; consolidating, in full respect of the 
institutional balance at EU level, the political partnership with national Parliaments, 
including an enhancement of the political dialogue. 

The Commission’s relations with national Parliaments have fundamentally evolved 
in the course of the last 5 years, and a lot has changed to the positive.   
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This trend will continue with the Lisbon Treaty, with national Parliaments having a 
more important role at EU level and becoming key actors whose positions need to 
be factored in by the EU institutions who will quickly become an integral part of 
European decision making mechanisms.  

However, a lot remains to be done on both sides in order to increase the added 
value of our political dialogue and to establish even more constructive relations.  

What we aim to achieve over the next months and years is to strengthen this 
positive political partnership with national Parliaments, in full respect of the 
prerogatives of the other EU institutions and bodies, and to make clear that we 
consider national Parliaments to be more than a simple “lobby group”, but rather a 
central part of the fabric of democracy for the EU. 

Thank you very much for your attention. 


