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1. History – How Civil Society Made the ECI a Reality

The European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) as outlined in Art. 11.4 of the Treaty of Lisbon is a genuine creation of and for active citizens and civil society organizations. It enables one million EU citizens to call directly on the European Commission to propose legislation in an area of EU competence. In other words, the ECI gives citizens the right to directly engage in setting the legislative agenda for the EU. 


The ECI is the result of active lobbying during the Convention for the Future of Europe (led by Valéry Giscard d'Estaing) by democracy activists from Mehr Demokratie, Democracy International and IRI-Europe. With the additional support of sympathetic parliamentarians and civil society organizations, they overcame opposition from EU member state governments to the ECI. Read the amazing story from ECI campaigners Michael Efler and Carsten Berg on how the ECI made it into the draft EU Constitution (and later Lisbon Treaty). 


Today, the ECI is widely considered to be one of the major innovations of the Treaty of Lisbon and expected to become an important contributing factor in overcoming the huge gulf between citizens and European institutions. However this goal won’t be achieved unless the ECI is properly implemented. 


2. Civil Engagement for a citizen-friendly designed ECI

Experience at national and regional levels has shown that citizens’ initiatives, to be truly effective, need to be designed in a usable and citizen-friendly way. This is why the “Initiative for the European Citizens’ Initiative”, also known as the ECI Campaign, was formed. This coalition of 120 pro-democracy civil society organisations, of which IRI Europe is part of and which is directed by Carsten Berg, has worked to ensure that the implementing regulation for the ECI is as usable and citizen-friendly as possible. 

Supporting organisations come from almost all European member states and have quite diverse backgrounds. The most active promote participatory and direct democracy at all levels of government, including the transnational -- e.g., IRI Europe, Balkan Assist, Mehr Demokratie and Democracy International. Another important group focuses on promoting and deepening EU integration in general -- e.g., Citizens of Europe, the Union of European Federalists, the European Students Forum (AEGEE). All supporting organisations share the belief that Europe needs to create a European public space for European questions through more elements of participatory democracy such as ECI. 

IRI Europe is currently also trying to set up a support infrastructure for the ECI together with the Austrian Institute for European Land and Policiy more information here. 

3. The Potential of ECI for Civil Society and European Democracy 

On 1 April 2011, the ECI regulation entered into force and became the first transnational instrument of participatory democracy in world history. The first ECI can be officially registered one year later: on 1 April 2012.

Once signatures have been collected and verified from at least one million citizens of at least seven EU member states, the European Commission is obliged to consider that proposal. It can, but is not required to, respond by proposing new legislation. The ECI is therefore not a decision-making but an agenda-setting instrument. As such, it has the potential to improve dialogue between civil society and EU institutions - thus making the EU more interactive, responsive and representative. 

The ECI also could potentially contribute to the emergence of a stronger and more diverse European civil society. Every successful ECI will involve thousands of conversations among European citizens. Campaigners will need to communicate with CSOs in other countries to create and run alliances. 

4. Practical Challenges Ahead 

It is very often underestimated how challenging it actually is to organize an ECI. Making use of a citizens' initiative procedure often involves extensive work by citizens and civil society organizations in preparing and conducting a process which can take years before it is finalized. Beyond that, launching and campaigning for initiatives and collecting signatures is not only very time-consuming, but also quite costly.

This is all the more true for a European Citizens’ Initiative due to the higher complexity of campaigning at a transnational level compared to national and regional levels. Huge geographic distances in the EU make it difficult and expensive for citizens to meet and plan. More than 20 official languages make it difficult to communicate across borders and the absence of a strong common public space makes it almost impossible to make one’s voice heard Europe-wide through the media. 

For an ECI from an organisation with no existing EU-wide infrastructure, campaign costs could easily reach one Euro per signature or over one million Euros for a successful ECI. However, this will also depend on whether the campaign issue is already well-known and has public support. The newer or more complex the subject, the more time and financial resources will be needed to complete a successful ECI. 


Several groups have already started to prepare an ECI and many more are searching for the right issue -- ranging from environmental to social to institutional topics. Social topics include a better European education, a European association statute and improving exchange programs such as EVS. Environmental topics include banning nuclear energy and the privatization of water systems. Commercial topics include a ban on mobile phone roaming fees in the EU and the creation of a financial transaction tax. Institutional topics include a ban on EU taxes and the creation of a European civilian service. The number of issues to come will most probably increase and become more divers the closer we get to April 2012.

5. The Need for A Help Desk Providing Practical Support 

Given the huge practical challenges inherent in collecting one million signatures at a transnational level, The ECI Campaign and IRI Europe together with many MEPs have urged the European Commission to set up an ECI help desk to provide formal support to citizens and grassroots groups to use the ECI. This is the case for citizens’ initiatives in member states. Support should include: 

1. Practical advice on how to conduct an ECI 

2. Legal advice

3. Translation services 

4. Partial reimbursement of costs. 

Unfortunately, this request has not yet been taken up by EU Institutions. We thus run the risk that the ECI will be an instrument exclusively for well-funded groups and political parties already well-established in Brussels. This was never the purpose of the ECI. The ECI was originally designed to help ordinary citizens and smaller civil society organizations to raise their voices on European issues. 


Fortunately, it is not too late to make the new right for European Citizens’ Initiatives an accessible instrument open to all. There still is about a year left for civil society to prepare itself and find new resources for organizing ECI support services. The number of requests by citizens and CSOs for such services grows daily and is expected to continue to grow over the next months. 


6.The Next Steps to make ECI workable
IRI Europe and the ECI Campaign consider the ECI as only the first step towards more direct citizen involvement and not as an end in itself. IRI Europe and the ECI Campaign will therefore monitor the implementation of the ECI to ensure that the ECI lives up to its potential. It will also work to remove burdensome restrictions when the ECI regulation is officially reviewed in 2015.

Specifically, it will work to: Simplify the signature form and eliminate ID number requirements. Eighteen member states will ask their citizens for personal identification numbers when signing an ECI. Such intrusive personal data requirements are frequently unnecessary, may deter supporters and raise privacy concerns.

Extend the time limit for signature collection from 12 to 18-24 months. The proposed 12 months to collect one million signatures are too short for ECIs coordinated by smaller organisations without a huge budget or for issues that are not yet well known or understood by the general public.

Allow ECIs which propose treaty amendments. The Commission has stated it will not register ECIs which propose amendments to EU treaties. However, the law on this issue is unclear and open to challenge by the European Court of Justice.

And as mentioned above, provide adequate practical support to ECI organisers. ECI organisers should have access to free and comprehensive information on how to conduct an ECI, legal advice and translation assistance. It is not clear if the information services promised by the Commission will be adequate.
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