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 Promoting European identity through active citizenship 
How and what for? 

 

FutureLab Europe – Europe@debate – 21 September 2017 
 

 

Summary 
 
All over Europe, declining democratic participation, a stark aversion to party-mediated politics, profound 
societal transformations and growing individualism are on the rise. These trends are affecting all levels – 
local, regional, national and European - and have changed the way people relate to each other. What is 
the impact of such trends on people’s sense of a shared European identity? How can Europeans steer the 
direction of their continent without a sense of sharing the same destiny? What is the role of civic activism in 
addressing this challenge? Can it restore a sense of connectedness among European citizens and can we 
reconcile local and European realities through active citizenship? The young people of FutureLab Europe 
have taken up the challenge by designing and implementing five civic projects in 11 European countries, 
from Spain all the way to Ukraine, aimed at promoting active citizenship and a shared sense of European 
identity. At this Europe@debate, they presented and debated the results of the projects with a civic impact 
with key policymakers and decision-makers and sought to draw conclusions for future action.   
 

Full Report 
 
Claire Dhéret, Programme Leader of FutureLab Europe, said that all five projects launched this year 
contain a strong European dimension, and that each is related to the future of Europe. In addition, each 
project has a cross-border dimension and aims to go beyond the Brussels-led debate by engaging with 
wider society. Dhéret also noted that the projects have strong policy messages. 
 
Simon Höher, representing the ‘Futures of Europe’ project, noted that in the last decade, the rhetoric 
about Europe has been rather negative and pessimistic, with the economic crisis, Brexit and the refugee 
crisis dominating the discourse around Europe. This was the starting point for this particular project he said, 
which asked young people what they wanted Europe to look like in the future, and to then offer concrete 
ideas. A series of workshops was organised in Cologne and Copenhagen, with ideas also submitted 
online. Höher noted that most online responses came from outside of Europe.  
 
The key takeaways from this project, he said, were the actual stories. Ideas ranged from sustainable 
transportation to cross-generational living and global citizenship. A newspaper from the future was 
produced that imagined for example the last polluting airplane taking off. Höher also noted that the 
experience was very engaging, and that civic engagement gave young people a new sense of ownership 
of their future. A vision of where we want to be in the future is essential for any action taken in the present. 
The next step, he said, should be to follow up with workshops on how to get to these imagined futures.  
 
Héloise Le Masne, representing the ‘Bridges–Puentes–Brücken’ project, noted that her project, which took 
place in Berlin, Germany and Ronda, Spain, also aimed at tackling people’s sense of gloominess and 
feeling of disengagement from politics. A question we wanted to ask, she said, was why people are not 
participating in the political process. A survey was carried out in Berlin and Ronda, asking locals whom 
they feel is responsible for tackling certain local issues, and whether they thought the EU had a role to play. 
Afterwards, local citizens came together in two workshops in each city in order to identify local problems 
that can be overcome by joint participation and decision-making. 

https://futurelabeurope.eu/2017/03/23/futures-of-europe/
https://futurelabeurope.eu/2017/03/23/bridges-puntes-brucken/
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Liliana Caraça, representing the ‘YourThought.eu – All different and all together’ project, explain that the project 
investigated the topic of European identity, contrasting the academic discourse on what being European means with the 
views of young European citizens who didn’t spend time abroad. Starting with a stock-take of the current academic 
discourse on European identity through background research and interviews with scholars, the project critically 
assessed these views by reaching out to the corners of Europe in Portugal, Italy, Finland and Ukraine. The project aimed 
to challenge mainstream notions of European identity. Key themes that came up in the workshops – one of which was 
held in Kiev, Ukraine – were that political education was very important, and that it was important to engage and enable 
young people to reflect on the nature of European identity.  
 
Albert Meijer, representing the ‘Letters to Europe - Female Refugees Telling Their Stories’ project, noted how over the 
course of the refugee crisis, a stereotype has evolved, painting the young, male Syrian refugee as the typical asylum 
seeker. This narrative leaves little space to talk about the often widely divergent backgrounds and identities of refugees 
and makes it easier to ignore refugee women and their needs and role in the future of Europe. This project wanted to 
empower women to tell their own stories and display the diversity of women refugees. A book of 14 stories was compiled 
and a play written. Meijer noted that the refugees come not just from the Middle East but also from the Caribbean, South 
America and from within Europe. They were refugees for a variety of reasons he added. Some were escaping war, while 
others were running away from persecution and sexual orientation discrimination. The project also worked with an 
organisation that deals with refugee children, encouraging them to draw pictures of their past, present and future. A 
performance of the play was recently held in Berlin. It was big success, and requests were made to perform it elsewhere. 
Meijer said that he was happy that the project was now taking on a life of its own. He also hoped the book and play would 
inspire policymakers to take action to improve the condition of refugee women, providing for their gender-specific needs, 
especially in terms of security and health.  
 
Violetta Tsitsiliani, representing the ‘Skill up!’ project, explained how the project provided a platform to bring together 
social entrepreneurs and migrants as a means of promoting equal opportunities and increasing integration. The objective 
was to help them make their own way in society and into the labour market, she explained. Workshops were held in 
Athens and Bergen in order to identify key challenges facing migrants, which could then be addressed by social 
entrepreneurs. A project video highlighted the hopes and aspirations of participants, some of whom were now studying at 
university or had hopes of starting their own business. Tsitsiliani said she was very proud of what had been achieved.  
 
Andrew Bradley, Director of International IDEA – EU office, thanked the participants and listed some key takeaways 
from the presentations. These included the importance of participation and engagement; of having a sense of ownership 
of the future; and the fact that citizenship is about duties as well as rights. You have to be engaged, said Bradley. He also 
welcomed the positive message of all five projects, highlighting common issues of solidarity and mobility.  
 
Moving forward, Bradley called for more intergenerational communication and the creation of public spaces for this kind of 
dialogue to take place. He also noted the need to push the concept of citizenship in education, as well as what it means to 
be an active citizen. Other key challenges include restoring trust in politics and dealing with inequality. We cannot address 
the issue of sustainable development without addressing inequality first, he said. There should also be more partnerships 
between places of learning and civil society. Bradley concluded by saying that he hoped policy makers were listening.  
 
Pieyre-Alexandre Anglade, Member of the French Parliament, La République En Marche, said that he was 
impressed by the concrete results of the five projects. He agreed that there is a gap between politicians and citizens, and 
said that this was the reason he got into politics. La République En Marche was built up from the ground up he noted, and 
is an attempt to break down the elitist fortress that is French politics. Anglade accepted, however, that discussions such as 
this tend to occur within a privileged bubble, and that broadening the conversation was the key challenge. He suggested 
that there was now a window of opportunity for Europe to achieve this after years of crisis.  
 
Alessandro Giordani, Deputy Head of the Unit Citizens’ Dialogue at the European Commission’s DG 
Communication, seconded Anglade, and applauded the FutureLab Europe participants for their projects, saying that this 
type of active involvement of civil society is an essential precondition for what his unit does. Developing a European 
identity will not occur without projects such as these he said. He then addressed the notion of a political Commission, 
 

https://futurelabeurope.eu/2017/03/22/yourthought-eu-all-different-and-all-together/
https://futurelabeurope.eu/2017/03/23/letters-to-europe-female-refugees-telling-their-stories/
https://futurelabeurope.eu/2017/03/22/7115/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LK6IlfeCRRU&feature=youtu.be
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noting that Commission presidential candidates were now put forward by political groups in the European Parliament, 
which encourages a public confrontation of different ideas. As a political body, the Commission needs to keep in touch with 
the public mood and needs to talk to people directly. One way of achieving this has been the Citizens’ Dialogues, he said.  
 
Giordani also noted that as a significant part of national law is a transposition of EU directives, a vital democratic debate 
must take place at the European level. In order to have this, developing a European public opinion is critical. There needs 
to be more awareness of the critical role of the Commission, and that it depends, in part, on what kind of majority is 
achieved in the European Parliament, he said. Understanding this democratic circuit is crucial in bringing forward active 
European citizenship. Giordani also supported adding a European dimension to civic education taught in schools. If 
European politics continues to be driven by national issues then citizens will not be able to make decisions based on the 
reality, he concluded.  
 
Discussion  
 
Responding to the need for more civic engagement, Anglade said that when La République En Marche was created, it 
sought to create a public space for debate and ask citizens what they want. The same should be done at the European 
level, he suggested. Anglade also discussed the issue of transnational elections, noting that Juncker was receptive to the 
idea in his State of the Union address. This is one of the tools that could help create a true European democracy, he said. 
Giordani agreed that transnational elections could be important for forging a Europe identity, noting that most European 
election campaigns are conducted along national issues. Transnational constituencies would help to underline that political 
stakes are at the European level. Bradley also supported the idea of a pan-European list, but warned that this would a 
difficult process to put in place.  
 
A round of questions from the floor touched upon promoting active citizenship; how transnational candidates would work in 
practice; and how effective Citizens’ Dialogues are. Giordani replied that there are of course limits to the Dialogue format, 
but that there is real interest from the Commissioners to explain their remit. A key challenge, he said, was that people who 
are already interested in European politics are far more likely to attend. In order to address this, the Commission is thinking 
of shaking up the format by perhaps holding Dialogues in factory canteens or hospitals, to reach out to people who are not 
EU-inclined and to listen to their concerns. Giordani also noted that the Dialogues were not an instrument for formal 
consultations but rather for the Commission to stay attuned to the public mood.  
 
Anglade noted that technology can help politicians to keep in touch with the situation on the ground, and that the En 
Marche movement has developed an app through which citizens can send in their ideas and concerns. Bradley agreed 
that there was a need for politicians to reconnect with the public, and that a lot could still be done to further strengthen 
European democracy.  
 
Another round of questions discussed how the private sector can contribute in driving civic engagement; the need for 
symbols of European unity; civic education challenges; and whether or not it was possible to organise politically neutral 
civic education classes. Bradley said that greater attention should be paid to teaching civics at school level, while Anglade 
noted that teaching history or politics could never be fully objective. There needs to be a critical assessment of this, he said. 
Bradley also noted that a key challenge facing politicians at the moment was how to balance pressure towards integration 
and decentralisation, as well as the current pushback against globalisation.  
 
The panellists were also asked about the importance of education, and how they imagined political discourse to evolve in 
the future. Bradley again underlined the importance of engaging young people in healthy democracies, noting as well that 
citizenship implies duties as well as rights. One concern he had about the increasing role of ICT was the growing digital 
divide, and the need to ensure that whole sections of society are not left behind. Anglade said that in the future he hoped 
that politics would be more open, noting as well the important role that the media plays in how information is processed.  


