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Abstract

In order to make e-participation tools at the EU level more successful, we provide four policy|
options:

1) Stimulate experiments with participatory budgeting in relation to the Regional and Social Funds
since e-budgeting produces the strongest results when it comes to impact on decision-making.

2) Expand online engagement with MEPs beyond petitions, particularly through the introduction|
of a public functionality for posing questions to MEPs and their staff.

3) Create a platform for monitoring Member State actions during Council decisions, since key|
information is simply not available through ordinary channels.

4) Explore crowdsourcing of policy ideas for the European Commission. Early-stage policy]
development could benefit from open and frank sharing of ideas between citizens, Commissioners
and their staff.
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Execvutive Summary

E-democracy nowadays is a widely applied term and describes a broad scope of practices of online
engagement of the public in political decision making and opinion forming. As regards to theoretical
concepts of democracy, e-democracy is mostly based on models of participatory and deliberative
democracy. Far-reaching expectations of a fundamental reform of modern democracy, through the
application of online tools for political participation and public discourse, are vanishing after two
decades of e-democracy. There is, however, no doubt that e-democracy adds new modes of
communication among citizens and between actors of representative democracy and their
constituencies.

Unfortunately, a continuing deficiency with e-democratic projects is a lack of direct, or even indirect,
political or policy impact, although many of the provide personal added value for participants and
community building. This study investigates how to continue with e-democracy at the EU level in a way
that supports public debate, deliberation and community building AND has an impact on political
decision-making. The two central research questions are:
e  What are the conditions under which digital tools can successfully facilitate different forms of
citizen involvement in decision-making processes?
¢ And how can we transfer these tools - and the conditions which make them successful - to the
EU-level?

This executive summary starts with a short description of the research design and continues with the
results from the literature review on building up a European public sphere by using digital
communication and e-participation. Based on a case analysis, the summary proceeds with a description
of six necessary conditions for e-participation tools to have an impact on political decision-making and
agenda-setting. We conclude with policy options to improve e-participation at the EU level.

Research design

The research design consists of three elements:

1. Systematic literature review of around 400 seminal publications about: 1) e-participation in the
context of decision making, 2) democratic impacts and effects, 3) lessons regarding success and
failure, 4) application on EU level and 5) the European public sphere.

2. Qualitative comparative analysis (csQCA) of 22 case studies at the local, national and European level.
The case studies are based on desk research and 45 interviews with organisers and researchers and
can be categorized in five groups: 1) Websites that monitor politics: TheyWorkForYou,
Abgeordnetenwatch.de, 2) Informal agenda setting tools: Petities.nl (Dutch e-petitions site), Open
Ministry Finland (crowdsourcing for law proposals), 3) Formal agenda setting tools: constitution
Iceland (crowdsourcing for a new constitution), Future Melbourne Wiki (co-creating a city planning
vision), Predlagam.vladi.si (Slovenian platform for e- proposals and e-petitions), European Citizens’
Initiative (citizens” proposals for new EU laws); Participatory budgeting in Berlin-Lichtenberg,
Internetconsultatie.n]l (Dutch e-consultation on draft legislation), Futurium (consultation on EU -
digital- policy making), Your Voice in Europe (public consultation on EU policy), European Citizens’
Consultation (pan-European consultation on the future of Europe), 4) Non-binding decision-
making tools: Pirate Party Germany, Five Star Movement, Podemos,participatory budgeting Belo
Horizonte, participatory budgeting Paris, Betri Reykjavik (Participatory Budgeting and agenda
setting tool), 5) Binding decision-making: e-voting in Switzerland, e-voting in Estonia and e-voting
for Spitzenkandidaten in the 2014 EP elections within the Green Party.
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3. Assessment of EU suitability, via desk research and experts on the EU level, about 1) Improving
existing digital tools and 2) new possibilities for e-participation at EU level.

This part of the report consists of the findings of phase 3: the assessment of EU suitability.

The results of the suitability assessment: policy options to improve e-participation at
the EU level

The discussion about increasing openness and participation at the EU level often centres on regulatory
reform, such as further improvement of the legislative function of the European Parliament or more
formal rights for citizens to voice their opinions or consultations like Civil Society Organisations have.
However, no matter which regulations are put in place, openness in administration is just as much a
matter of culture as it is one of formal structures. To address the space of possibilities available to the
European institutions within already existing formal structures, the conditions above provide guidance
to make progress with existing e-participation practices at the EU-level. Additional recommendations
for existing EU e-participation practices can be found in the policy brief and the final report.

By proposing new options for e-participation tools at the EU level, we were particularly inspired by the
e-budgeting cases, the monitoring websites and a crowdsourcing tool. For the e-budgeting cases all the
conditions considered relevant as described above applied and actual impact on decision-making was
observed as well (see option 1 below). Although the monitoring websites do not have an actual effect
on decision-making - which is not their aim either -, the European public sphere does benefit from such
a tool, which could be even enhanced by adding new features (see option 2 and 3). A tool to crowdsource
policy ideas in interaction with policy-makers would create an informal forum for co-creation (see
option 4).

1. Experiments with participatory budgeting in relation to the Regional and Social Funds. E-budgeting
produces the strongest results when it comes to impact decision-making. Moreover the e-
participatory budgets lead to increased transparency and enhanced responsiveness. In the literature
additional benefits such as improved public services, accelerated administrative operations, better
cooperation among public administration units and positive contributions to the political culture
and competences of participants are identified as well. Because face-to-face interaction and a certain
rootedness in local situations are characteristic of all successful cases of participatory budgeting, the
obvious option is to relate to the EU budget in Regional and Social Funds. The Regional
Development Fund as well as the Social Fund both already assign significant decision-making
authority about the spending of these funds to the local or regional level.

2. Expand online engagement with MEPs beyond petitions, particularly a public functionality for posing
questions to MEPs and their staff and a blogging functionality where MEPs can share work-in-
progress and receive input from interested citizens. For such additional tools to have an effect on
the relationship between European citizens and their MEPs, they would have to be both technically
and strategically integrated with social media and mass media.

3. Create a platform for monitoring member state actions during Council decisions. Much of the information
needed to establish such accountability is already available, either through the common EU web-
platform, civil society services such as votewatch.eu, and the web portals of national governments
and parliaments. However, this places an unfair, and for most people prohibitive, burden of
information gathering and analysis on citizens; key information is simply not available through
ordinary channels.

4. Explore crowdsourcing of policy ideas for the Commission. Early stage policy development could benefit
from open and frank sharing of ideas between citizens, Commissioners and their staff. A
crowdsourcing mechanism as we propose could help to facilitate interactions between citizens and
decision-makers in an informal way. It would be a platform to gather ideas for policy formulation
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downstream by giving decision-makers and their staff a forum for gaining immediate feedback on
tentative ideas and considerations.

With regard to e-voting, far reaching hopes of increasing electoral participation or even fostering a
democratic culture of participation have not been fulfilled so far, as the analyses of various cases within
Europe where internet voting has been introduced show. It is not only the convenience aspect that
influences the decision of whether a citizen votes or not, but rather political reasons such as political
interest or satisfaction with the political system. Internet voting cannot technologically fix these kinds
of challenges. On top of that, security issues around e-voting still remain present.

Finally, we would like to point out that most striking from a cross-cutting perspective of e-participation
at the EU level is the serious weakness regarding follow-up and learning efforts on the side of
responsible organisers in the interest of improving existing mechanisms and the development of new
ones. The core question for a strategy of improving participation while staying within existing formal
frameworks seems to be: What is the common unifying vision? As long as each of the existing
mechanisms and experiments remain stand-alone mechanisms with discrete functions and
implementation programs, the EU will remain an opaque jungle to the average citizen. If, on the other
hand, a unifying vision of moving gradually towards an organic European participation infrastructure
was agreed upon by all involved actors, the currently separate efforts of different institutions and
services to open up European decision-making could begin to build on each other, rather than carving
out separate corners of what might appear to citizens to be a bureaucratic universe. Therefore, we would
advise to work towards a coherent European e-participation infrastructure, including for example a
one-stop shop for e-participation to provide synergy between the EU institutions.
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1. Infroduction

“There exist more opportunities than ever before for citizens wishing to have their say, via the media or directly to
local and national governments, but there is a more pervasive sense of disappointment than ever before that citizens
are outside the citadels of power, and that those within do not know how to listen to them.” (Coleman and Moss
2012: 4)

According to the UN’s e-participation index (UN, 2016), e-participation is expanding all over the world.
The index measures e-participation according to a three-level model of participation including: 1) e-
information (the provision of information on the internet), 2) e-consultation (organizing public
consultations online), and 3) e-decision-making (involving citizens directly in decision processes) (UN,
2016: 54). In the present report we reserve the term ‘e-participation’ for all forms of political participation
making use of digital media, including both formally institutionalised mechanisms and informal civic
engagement.

The drivers behind e-participation are digitalization, the development of digital tools that can be used
for citizen involvement - social media, deliberative software, e-voting systems, etc, and the growing
access to the internet. In European countries, especially those which rank prominently among the top
50 performers, citizens have more and more opportunities to have their say in government and politics.
According to the UN, the largest share of e-participation initiatives relates to central and local
governments giving access to public sector information and public consultation via digital tools.
Recently there has been a growing focus on citizen involvement in policy-making, although progress in
this field has been modest so far.

A democratic deficit

However, it is not only digitalization that has been advancing e-participation. Nowadays many
European citizens are invited, especially by their local governments, to be more involved. Because of
the economic recession and budget cuts, civil service reform and de-centralization of public tasks,
citizens are now expected to be more self-sufficient (i.e. taking over activities that were formerly public
services). At the same time, citizens themselves actually want to be more involved. The UN report (2016:
3) states that “advances in e-participation today are driven more by civic activism of people seeking to have more
control over their lives.” This is confirmed by surveys such as the European Value Studies (2008) where
the majority of European citizens indicate they want to be more involved in political decision making.

From other surveys it is clear that many European citizens do not feel as if their voice counts or their
concerns are taken into consideration. For example, in the European Social Survey (2014), the majority
of the respondents gave a negative reaction to the question “How much would you say the political system
in your country allows people like you to have a say in what the government does?”. The same holds true for
the question: “And how much would you say that the political system in your country allows people like you to
have an influence on politics?”. When it comes to the EU, the Eurobarometer tells us that exactly half of
the EU citizens disagree with the statement that their voice counts in the EU. And in almost all European
countries there was an increased number of respondents that disagreed with the statement that the
European Parliament takes the concerns of European citizens into consideration. In general, it was a
majority of 54% that disagreed with the statement.

This ‘democratic deficit’ (Grimm 1995) at the EU level is also felt by EU officials and EU
parliamentarians. EU politics as executed by the European Commission and the European Council is
lacking democratic legitimation and responsiveness to European citizens. The fact is that the roles and
powers of the European Commission are growing while the European government has no direct
accountability to the European citizens. It is enacted and controlled by a multilevel system of policy
making and often operating outside the control of formalized systems of representative democracy. The
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trust in European governmental and political institutions by European citizens remains quite low:
according to the Eurobarometer, 46 per cent of European citizens tend not to trust the EU.

Expectations of e-democracy

E-participation and in a broader sense e-democracy - the practice of democracy with the support of
digital media in political communication and participation - are seen as a possible solution for
democratic shortcomings at the European level (as well as on the local and national level). From the
start, and especially in the 1990s, the expectations for renewing democracy through new media were far
reaching. Those hopes were based on the idea that e-democracy could strengthen the ties between the
sovereign, the citizens, and their political representation - governments and policy makers. It was
expected that new technologies would facilitate direct communication, allow more transparency of
decision making, and increase the responsiveness of public authorities to the needs and expectations of
the constituency, all things which would lead to a revitalization of democracy.

However, after a few decades of e-democracy and e-participation practices on all levels of policy making
from municipalities to transnational bodies, the reality has been sobering. After 25 years of e-democracy,
Jan Van Dijk - a scholar of e-democracy - concludes that, up until now, the primary achievement of e-
democracy has been a significant improvement in access to, and the exchange of, politically relevant
information. Evidence on the realization of e-democracy supporting public debate, deliberation and
community building was mixed, and - most disappointing from the perspective of direct democracy -
“no perceivable effect of these debates on decision-making of institutional politics” was detected (Van Dijk 2012:
53 ff). Furthermore, van Dijk asserts that e-participation is largely confined to the initial and the final
stages of the policy cycle, and that it rarely allows for entries into the core stages of decision-making
and policy execution. This is more or less (still) in line with the UN report on e-participation (2016)
which states that there is a modestly growing focus on citizen involvement in policy-making. Although
the initial high expectations can be so adjusted, e-democracy and e-participation are a reality and both
have changed the communication between citizens and governments in, without a doubt, many
beneficial ways, for example by providing better and faster access to all kinds of public information for
citizens, procedures of e-consultation or e-budgeting. And in this decade, social media have been
offering a new mode of direct political communication among citizens, communities and policy makers.

In this study - taking the STOA report from 2011 as a starting point - we investigate how to continue
with e-democracy at the EU level in a way that supports public debate and has an impact on political
decision-making. We start from the viewpoint that e-democracy is one of several strategies for
supporting democracy, democratic institutions and democratic processes, and spreading democratic
values. Its main objective is the electronic support of legitimate democratic processes and it should be
evaluated on these merits. In other words, e-democracy is additional, complementary to, and
interlinked with, the traditional processes of democracy (Council of Europe 2009: 11). Or as the Council
of Europe also states in its recommendation on e-democracy: e-democracy is, above all, about
democracy.

Research questions

In order to investigate how to continue with e-democracy at the EU level, 22 cases of digital tools have

been analysed and compared. A short explanation of each of the cases can be found in the ANNEX. The

majority of the cases (15 of the 22 cases) was individually requested in the project specifications, as

defined by STOA. The 22 cases:

e are organised at different political and governmental levels (local, national, European);

e enable citizen involvement at different stages of political decision-making (agenda setting, decision-
making and monitoring);
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e are possibly suitable to be implemented and used at the EU level in order to counteract the deficit
in European democratic processes.

The two central research questions that will guide the analysis are:

e What are the conditions under which digital tools can successfully facilitate different forms of
citizen involvement in decision-making processes?

e And, how can we transfer these tools - and the conditions which make them successful - to the EU
level?

Our study is divided into three phases:

1. A literature review with a particular focus on the most recent and relevant literature;

2. Anempirical assessment and comparison of 22 cases of digital tools;

3. Lessons for existing EU e-participation tools and new options to improve e-participation at the EU
level.

This part of the report consists of the findings of phase 3: the assessment of the digital tools for use at
the European level.
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2. Options for improving e-participation at the EU level

This section of the report discusses options for improving e-participation at the EU-level. The
discussion in this section makes creative usage of the findings in the case studies of the previous section
to explore options for improvement of existing participatory mechanisms at EU-level as well as the
invention of new ones.

The first step in this discussion is to outline the challenges that the specific institutional arrangements
of the EU present in relation to the development and implementation of e-participation. Our main
empbhasis, however, is on options for improving participation through digital means within existing
institutional frameworks. The second step of this section therefore is to revisit already existing
mechanisms and discuss options for additional ones.

Rather than an attempt at systematically presenting and evaluating all logically possible applications of the
tools, which were analyzed in the previous section, we attempt to use the findings from the case study to
identify the’low-hanging fruits’. We take such low-hanging fruits to be those changes or additions to
EU-level participation mechanisms that might make a significant difference without demanding
changes to existing mandates.

This section ends with a discussion of how a unified approach to e-participation could provide a
common access point, not only to participation in the processes of the EU-institutions, but in the entire
multi-level construction of European governance. Along the way, we seek to provide concrete
suggestions for small steps towards such a unified approach and to take into account risks and potential
pitfalls to be avoided.

2.1. Institutional architecture and decision-making

Identifying suitable approaches and tools for e-participation at the European level demands first of all
that we outline the EU’s specific institutional architecture and the prevailing patterns of governance in
the European Union need to be taken into account. These established institutional structures and
procedures represent important enabling and constraining conditions not only for formal opportunities
for citizens to influence European decision-making, but also for the potential uptake of e-participation
tools and practices. As it can be assumed that the readers of this report are well acquainted with the EU,
box 9 provides a very brief overview of the general institutional logic and the main institutions. The rest
of this section explains the most important processes of rule-making, and the areas of competence of the
European Union as codified in the so-called Lisbon Treaty of the EU (Treaty of Lisbon 2007).

In many ways, the European Union is a political system sui generis. As such, the EU combines elements
of a supranational body, a joint federation of states and few characteristics of genuine statehood. At this
stage, the EU is not a fully sovereign state, and whether it will be is a matter of fundamental contestation
(e.g. Nicolaidis 2013). This unique setting is reflected in the EU’s institutional structure and the related
decision-making processes. Among the most notable characteristics is the EU’s duality as a union of
citizens and a union of Member States (Sturm 2010). This duality is expressed in the roles of the
European Parliament - the representative body of the European citizens -, and the Council of the
European Union which represents the member state governments. Another striking feature of the Union
is its multi-level governance, which blurs in everyday practice the distinction between national,
international and federal governance (Piattoni 2009). The EU’s complex institutional design is not based
on a constitutional blue print, but is the result of numerous integration steps and incremental reforms,
often accompanied by contention and tough negotiations between the Member States (Wallace et al.
2010: 70ff.).

10
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2.1.1. Design and functions of the institutional core of the EU

Four of the EU’s seven main bodies constitute its institutional core: the European Council, Council of
the European Union (Council), European Commission (EC) and European Parliament (EP). The
European Council can be qualified as the highest political body of the EU. Consisting of the heads of
state or heads of government of the currently 28 Member States, the European Council defines the
general direction and the key priorities of the EU. While this institution determines fundamental
policies, it does not have any formal legislative powers.

In most policy areas of the EU, these legislative powers are equally shared between the Council of the
European Union and the European Parliament. The Council of the European Union (or Council of
Ministers) is composed of ministers of the Member States and meets in different compositions according
to the respective policy area on the agenda. In some areas, the Council also holds certain executive
functions in the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy. The Council applies three different voting
rules, but in most cases decides by double majority (at least 55% of the government and at least 65% of
the EU citizens) (Weidenfeld 2011: 149ff.).

The other part of the legislative branch is the European Parliament (EP). Currently consisting of 750
(plus the president of the EP) directly elected members, the EP by and large enjoys the same legislative
powers as the Council. Most legislation and the budget cannot be passed without its support.

The European Commission (EC) can be seen as the executive branch of the EU. According to the Lisbon
Treaty, the president of the EC needs the support of a majority of the EP. The candidate for president is
proposed by the European Council, but this proposal needs to take into account the majority situation
in the EP. The EP can also remove the Commission with a vote of non-confidence, but the threshold is
exceptionally high, requiring a two-thirds majority. Each member state is entitled to one Commissioner
in the cabinet-like government. While these are nominated by the member state governments, each
Commissioner needs to be approved by both the EP and the European Council. The most important
functions of the EC are the right to initiate legislation, supervision of member state compliance with
European law, the administration of the budget and the implementation of several policies and
programmes of the EU. However, with regard to the later point, the EU’s executive functions are shared
by the EC, the Member States and, in some cases, independent regulatory agencies.

2.1.2. Competences and policy areas

An important feature of the EU’s political system is the principle of conferral, meaning that only those
matters explicitly handed over to the European level fall into the EU’s jurisdiction, all other matters are
retained by the Member States. Phrased differently, the EU cannot attain additional competences on its
own right. This is combined with the principle of subsidiarity, which means that only those matters
should be dealt with at the European level which can be realised better than at the national level.
According to the Treaty of Lisbon, the EU’s competences are divided into three categories: exclusive
competences, competences shared with the Member States and those where the EU is merely supporting
and coordinating the policies of the Member States. Exclusive jurisdiction covers the areas of the
customs union, the establishment of competition rules within the common market, the monetary policy
for those Member States sharing the Euro as a currency, common trade policy and the common fisheries
policy aiming at conservation. Shared competences cover areas such as the internal market, certain areas
of social policy, economic and social cohesion, agriculture and fisheries, environment, transportation,
consumer protection, trans-European networks, and the area of freedom, security and justice. The
weakest role of the EU concerns the coordination and support of member state policies in areas such as
culture, tourism and education. Due to this specific distribution of competences and the entanglement

11
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between the levels of government, a large share of the legislation at member state level is a response to
and cause of EU initiatives and regulation.

Box 1. Is European policy too technical for ordinary citizens?

A traditional counter-argument against increasing the dialogical interaction between EU institutions and its
citizens is that European policy matters are ‘too technical’ for ordinary citizens; either in the sense that lay
people do not have the patience for the highly detailed concerns of international bureaucracy, or in the sense
that the average citizen is simply not educated enough to understand the complexities of the societal
developments that the EU and its Member States seek to govern. The persistence of this argument in
European policy circles is — striking since European institutions and organizations have been frontrunners in
the development of participatory approaches and the democratization of expertise in many cases (as
evidenced by the EC White Paper on Governance (EC 2001); see also Rask, Worthington and Lammi 2012,
Nielsen and Kliiver 2016). Looking beyond ongoing debates about the democratic obligation to ensure
opportunities for the participation of citizens, the relevance of public engagement was captured by Jassanoff
(2003) (precisely with reference to experiences in research and innovation policy), when she posited open and
frank dialogue with lay people as a ‘technology of humility’ to counteract the threat of institutionalized hubris
arising from institutional group-think and the closed circuits of international epistemic communities. Centrally,
the European science policy scene has served as a fertile ground for the development of best practices for
establishing dialogues between citizens and decision-makers on technical matters of technology assessment
and foresight (see e.g. Kuhn et. al. 2014). Public engagement has become consolidated as a central element
of European research and innovation governance with the turn to societal challenges and the agendas for
‘open’ and ‘responsible’ research and innovation (cf. the Lund Declaration, the Rome Declaration and EC
2016). Nevertheless, the idea that European policy is too technical for ordinary citizens to become involved is
difficult to dispel by the provision of counter-evidence. Because, ultimately, the meaningfulness of well-
structured lay people dialogues feeding into ‘technical’ decision-making is something that must be
experienced to be believed. For this reason, it remains necessary for institutional actors who have first-hand
experience of well-run participation processes to act as advocates by sharing their experiences. At the same
time, it also remains necessary that those who conduct participatory one-off experiments - in the context, for
example, of the H2020 programme or the Europe for Citizens programme — involve institutional actors to
allow these actors to experience participatory processes first-hand and make up their own minds about their
relevance.

2.1.3. Rules for decision-making

Primary European law is codified in the Treaty on the European Union (TEU) and the Treaty on the
functioning of the European Union (TFEU) (European Union 2010), together often called the Treaty of
Lisbon. In order to enter force, the treaties need the support of and ratification by all Member States,
thus considerably raising the hurdles for any treaty revision. This primary law defines how secondary
law of the EU is established and enters force.

Secondary European law comes in three different types with different degrees of obligation. Regulations
are similar to national law as they are binding for all Member States and citizens. Directives only require
Member States to achieve the goal as defined in such a directive, the concrete measures are at the
discretion of the Member States. And decisions are legally binding for specific Member States,
individuals, or companies.

The treaties have established different legislative processes, at the centre of which the EP, the Council

and the EC play the decisive role. In most case, the EC has the sole right to initiate legislation, but both
the EP and the Council can call on the EC to table a draft bill. Which of the different legislative

12
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procedures will be used is dependent upon the respective policy area. Since the Treaty of Lisbon, the

most common procedure is the ordinary legislative procedure which requires the support of both the
EP and the Council for a bill to be passed (Weidenfeld 2011: 154ff.).

2.2. Institutional weaknesses and proposails for reform

Citizens have less rights to voice and consultation than Civil Society Organizations (CSOs)
Already prior to the enactment of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009, the often cited democratic deficit and
the legitimacy crisis of the EU (see part 1 section 3.3.2) have triggered discussions on how to better
involve European citizens in the decision-making processes of the EU. At first sight, this
“participatory turn” (Saurugger 2010) seems to be more than mere rhetoric as the aim for more and
better involvement of civil society and the citizens has entered a number of official policy
documents, most prominently the EC’s White paper on Governance (Commission of the European
Communities 2001). Yet, a closer look at both the debate and the formal framework within which
such an increased participation could take place, cautions us to expect too many advances in citizen
participation.

First and foremost, it is important to note that according to the Lisbon Treaty (TEU, Art. 10), the EU
is explicitly based on principles of representative democracy. Second, Art. 11 of the TEU contains a
number of provisions complementing the principle of representative democracy: In clause 1,
citizens and associations are given a right to voice their views. And clause 2 requires the institutions
to “maintain an open, transparent and regular dialogue with representative associations and civil
society.” Comparing the two provisions, citizen involvement is explicitly defined as voice and
consultation and remains rather noncommittal. This gives citizens less rights in decision-making
processes compared to civil society organisations (CSOs) which receive a formal guarantee to be
heard and involved in dialogue (Fischer-Hotzel 2010: 340). Against this background and taking into
account the debate, Fischer-Hotzel (2010: 339) points out that for many “participatory democracy”
at the EU level actually means “associative democracy” and the inclusion of CSOs in the processes
of decision-making. It is a common critique in general on (digital) participatory processes that they
are monopolized by established political actors (parties, associations or movements) and that
ordinary citizens are not heard as much. In 11 of the studied cases we found that both established
organisations but also professionals are heavenly involved in the digital tool, this includes all four
of the cases at the EU level we have studied (Voice of Europe, European Citizens’ Initiative,
European Citizens’ consultation, Futurium).

Improved legislative functions of the European Parliament but still no right to directly initiate
legislation or ability to effectively hold the EC politically accountable

Structures for representation at the EU level have arguably improved considerably over time. The
Lisbon Treaty addressed many of the institutional problems that were frequently criticised in
debates about the EU. Most importantly with regard to the democratic deficit and related legitimacy
problems of the EU, the EP’s position, which is the EU’s only directly elected institution, was
considerably strengthened. Clearly, the Lisbon Treaty has taken substantial steps towards an
effective parliamentarization of the EU. For the most part, the EP has become an equal player in
legislative processes and spending decisions, thus significantly increasing at least the formal
democratic legitimacy of most European regulation (Oppelland 2010: 87£.). Still missing is the right
to directly initiate legislation - a function that continues to rest with the EC. In addition to the
improved legislative functions, the EP gained important electoral functions as the president of the
EC and the Commissioners need to be approved by a majority of the EP. Any nomination for EC
presidency by the European Council has to take into account the majority situation in parliament.
However, the EP’s ability to effectively hold the EC politically accountable remains weak as the
threshold to dismiss a Commission with a vote of non-confidence is extremely high (2/3 majority).
It is unusual that the threshold for non-confidence is higher than the requirements for election. One

13



STOA - Science and Technology Options Assessment

rationale for this atypical design feature might be that the EC president does not have the
prerogative to dissolve parliament (Oppelland 2010: 88).

¢ Continuing de-coupling of the European political system from the processes of political will-
formation of the European citizens
While important institutional improvements have been achieved, the political processes of the
European Union still do not sufficiently fulfil key functions of representative democracy. Most
importantly, election campaigns for the EP continue to be primarily driven by national perspectives.
In addition and related to this observation, the political parties and parliamentary factions in the EP
are currently not divided into recognisable majority and opposition groups competing for different
policy solutions. The dominance of informal grand coalitions of the largest parties in the EP makes
it difficult for the public and the citizens to hold the members of the EP and their parties accountable.
This points to the currently most crucial deficit of the European Union, as emphasised by e.g.
Habermas (2008: 98f.): the continuing de-coupling of the European political system from the
processes of political will-formation of the European citizens. First noteworthy improvements in
this regard have been achieved with the introduction of the so-called “spitzenkandidaten” (top
candidates) of the main political party families participating in the elections for EP in 2014. From
this perspective, the next logical step would imply that not only the president of the EC would be
backed by a majority of the EP, but also that EC president and Commissioners are more often than
not elected from the midst of parliament, thereby establishing a more visible linkage between
parliamentary majority and executive actions of the EC. However, care needs to be taken that this
type of party politicisation of EU politics remains compatible with the requirements of negotiation
between different member state interests (Lippert 2013: 13) and sufficiently takes into account the
interests particularly of smaller Member States.

2.3. The role for e-participation

However one views the state-of-play of European integration, there are good reasons to explore
pragmatic options for citizens to voice their concerns and ideas. The long-standing and continuing
democratic deficits of the EU are rooted in a complex and mutually reinforcing mix of institutional
design features, lack of a genuine European public sphere, and insufficient politicization of European
politics as such. Redressing these problems is ultimately a constitutional matter and far outside the
range of what e-participation can achieve alone. However, if properly designed and implemented, e-
participation has the potential to contribute to promising solutions in the areas of accountability and
transparency, transnationalisation and politicisation of public debates, and the improvement of
exchanges and interactions between EU decision-making and European citizens.

2.4. Chadllenges specific to e-participation at the EU-level
A number of challenges arise from the specific institutional structures of the EU, which must be taken
into consideration for any attempt at improving channels for e-participation at the European level.

2.4.1. Language

A major challenge to e-participation at the European level is language. With 24 official languages,
translation is a major element of the running cost of the EU. Various of the European-level cases address
this in different ways.

The institutionalized mechanisms range from relying on English as a working language to full
translation of all major content into all official languages. Your Voice in Europe clearly privileges
English speakers by treating English as a de facto lingua franca. The platform provides all consultations
in English and only a few additionally in one or more of the major languages (German, French, Italian,
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Spanish). Written contributions are accepted in all official EU languages. But with the English-only
availability of core information, such as the questions to be answered, the platform has a clear choice
built-in that shapes a priori the demographic of possible participants decisively. The ECI strikes a middle
ground. The platform provides all information about the mechanism in all official languages. The
platform also accepts initiatives written in all official languages, but translation into other languages is
the responsibility of the initiator (website, accessed on 18 February 2017). With this demand in mind, it
is quite impressive to see that the six currently open initiatives all seem to provide most relevant text in
many if not all of the 24 official languages. This demand, however, clearly favors well-organized
campaigns over more loosely affiliated individual citizens as initiators. The EP Petitions Portal is clearly
the most multi-lingual of the institutionalized mechanisms. The portal allows submission of petitions
in all official EU languages, and summaries of the petitions are translated into all official languages and
made available to the public. Furthermore, video of meetings in the Petition Committee, where petitions
are discussed and petitioners sometimes are invited to make their case, are made available online with
the option to elect translated sound in each of the official languages. It should be noted that the working
language in these meetings is typically English. It is also important to note that that the translation
efforts of the EP, from which the e-participation platform benefits, would take place in any case. In this
case, the e-participation mechanism is thus able to piggy-back on already allocated translation practices
and resources.

Experimental platforms seem to have a narrower range, generally privileging English as a working
language. For example, the Futurium platform is English only, while the CIMULACT project mixes
national co-creation workshops in national languages with cross-European workshops and reports,
where the working language is English. Neither of the two thus provide full translation in all available
languages, which - according to Smith (2013:202ff) - is a general tendency.

There thus seems to be a pattern whereby e-participation platforms at the European level mimic the
underlying institutional working mode with regard to working languages and resources committed to
translation. This tendency is corroborated by the only one among our case studies in which a non-EU
e-participation mechanism makes use of multiple languages, namely the Swiss e-voting platform. On
this platform all information is made available in all official languages, which is traditional for the
underlying canton institutions. In this case, the translation workload is lightened considerably by the
fact that the mechanism is a voting mechanism without deliberation.

It is a well-known dilemma of the European Union that full inclusiveness demands considerable
investment in translation while full efficiency privileges English as a working language. Considerable
investments in new tools for digital translation have therefore been ongoing since at least the first
Framework Programme for Research and Development. However, the promises of digital translation
have long seemed a mirage; always on the horizon and never quite as good as expected. Despite these
setbacks, a new wave of optimism exists around translation software based on artificial intelligence and
so-called deep learning (website, accessed on 18 February 2017). One recent paper thus claims that a
new version of Google’s translation software was scored by observers to have a degree of fluency in the
translation of random sentences from English to Spanish, which was very close that of human
translators (5.43 on average compared to 5.55 for humans). It is outside the scope of this report to assess
the plausibility of such claims and the implied hopes for a more multi-lingual internet that comes with
it. However, there is no doubt that while digital translation into the major languages of the world are
seeing massive investment, the European Union and its Member States will be forced to add their own
investments on top of those of private actors if all of the official languages of the EU are going to have
comparable degrees of support. Lesser results may be useful, of course. We would thus expect the
availability of digital translation into the few most widely spoken languages in Europe to help greatly
to improve the accessibility of EU-level e-participation mechanisms.
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Besides the challenge of language, where the EU stands apart from most other global regions because
of the lack of an officially endorse lingua franca, many of the challenges most often associated with e-
participation at the EU-level turn out on closer inspection either not to be unique to the EU-level at all
or to have been overcome.

2.4.2. Multi-level governance

One such often discussed challenge is the multi-level nature of European governance. It is well-known
that governance complexity rises proportionally with the many levels of governance that the European
system encompasses. With the upper echelons of this system having often only indirect connections
with national representative democracies, it is easy to assume that e-participation at the EU-level will
automatically inherit the democratic deficit / ‘no demos’” problems of the governance system as a whole.
However, examples such as the UK Democratic Dashboard show that it is possible to construct a
common access point to a multi-national and multi-level governance system, even if not all potential
users have access to participation in all of the channels of participation. The digital infrastructure of the
5 Star Movement similarly shows that a common infrastructure for local, national and European level
political participation can provide much needed advice, guidance and overall structuration for citizens’
wishing to participate in decision-making. Of course, the fact that the construction of such common
infrastructures is technically possible means neither that it is necessarily, politically feasible nor that
developing a well-functioning system is easy. Our point here is only that the constitutional difficulties
of European democracy do not by necessity translate into roadblocks for a common European e-
participation platform.

2.4.3. Digital divide

Another such challenge is the digital divide. Given the development infrastructures for internet access
over the last decades, there are good reasons to revisit some of the assumptions underlying the
traditional discussion of the divide between advanced and less advanced regions of Europe. Granted,
Europe-wide patterns of exclusion of the elderly, citizens with lower levels of education, and citizens
with disabilities from digital platforms of e-government and e-democracy remain (as discussed e.g. by
Van Dijk 2012 and Panopoulou 2014). But these patterns are not specific to the EU level: they affect
opportunities for e-participation at all levels of government. More importantly, with regard to access to
basic broadband they no longer map onto the underlying divides between richer and poorer regions of
Europe (Negreiro 2015). While the digital divide as traditionally understood is thus a challenge to be
addressed by any e-participation platform, this challenge is not exclusive to participation on decision-
making at the EU-level. Rather, it is a reminder that all efforts at increasing citizens” participation in
policy-making should beware of an online-only strategy; face-to-face participation processes supported
by effective mobilization efforts must remain in the tool-box.

If an EU-specific digital divide is to be considered a relevant challenge for e-participation at the
European level, it is the cultural divides between Member States with a great deal of trust between
governments and their populations regarding the sharing and recording of personal data such as
ideological standpoints and those which - with good historical reasons - do not have the same degree
of trust. This cultural divide concerning degrees of digital openness presents a real challenge to the
plausibility of common European approaches to e-government under any form, including e-democracy
and e-participation (EC 2013).

Keeping these qualifications in mind, the following sections will present and discuss suitable e-

participation approaches at the EU level in greater detail, while taking into account some of above
mentioned institutional characteristics and weaknesses.
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2.5. Methodology: on our use of stakeholder opinions in identifying options
for action

The following discussion makes creative use of the findings of the previous sections of this report.
Rather than an attempt at systematically presenting and evaluating all logically possible applications of the
tools, which were analyzed in the previous section, we attempt to use the findings from the case study to
identify the’low-hanging fruits” of e-participation at EU-level.

To identify immediate options for strengthening the EU institution’s rapport through e-participation
with European citizens - the ‘low-hanging fruits” - the research that went into the following comments
has added two additional sources of information to the findings of the previous sections of this report
(i.e. literature review and case studies). The first such additional source of information is experience.
It is a well-established principle in pragmatist social science to rely on the first-hand experience of the
actors involved ina given social system to identify the paradoxes and potentials for development of
such systems (e.g. Flybjerg 2001). The other source of information is the outcome of creative
brainstorming. Developing new tools and mechanisms for the functioning of institutions relies to great
degree on the ability of people positioned at the intersection between different institutional spheres to
creatively combine elements of the different organizational practices to which they are exposed (see
e.g. Campbell 2005).

To allow our analysis to be influenced by these additional sources of information , the research that
went into this section included engagement with a small number of stakeholders and to gather and
generate ideas for immediate improvement of participatory practices at the EU level. We did this in
two ways. Firstly, all interviewees involved in the local, national and EU level case studies were asked
to elaborate on their ideas for how the tools, about which they were being interviewed, could be
applied at the EU level. These inputs are reported in part in each individual case study.

On the other hand, we also gathered a small group of institutional and non-governmental stakeholders
for a day of co-creation. On this day, the authors of this report and the stakeholder group discussed
ideas for improving existing participatory tools at the EU level and immediate options for going
beyond these tools, for example by adopting some of the tools described in the case selection earlier
in this report.

Following these steps of stakeholder engagement, we have used the most clearly apparent consensus
positions among the stakeholders as starting points for recommendations, which have been
supplemented by the evidence gathered in the literature and case sections of this report. These
recommendations are outlined below.

2.6. Opening up more sophisticated channels of dialogue

One consensus position among stakeholders, which is generally backed up by the scientific literature
on the matter, is that the representative democratic mechanisms that feed directly into the EU level -
whether routine (such as voting for EU-parliamentarians) or ad hoc (such as national referenda) - are
highly ineffective in facilitating the representation of public opinion to decision-makers at that level.
The shortcomings of routine democratic representation at the EU level - the democratic deficit - has
extensively been discussed earlier in this report as well as in the earlier STOA report on e-participation
(STOA 2011). These shortcomings provide the general background against which the discussion of
increased participation through digital or other means has been sustained for several decades. More
pertinent to the current situation is perhaps the question of referenda as means to provide - in good
faith or not - a platform for the people to voice their opinion. It is our assessment and that of the
stakeholders with whom we have engaged that the referendum is a tool much too crude for the
purposes for which it is currently being used. Perhaps the most obvious example is the Brexit
referendum. While this referendum provided a clear statement of dissatisfaction with the UK’s
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