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Committee for a strong democracy:
What do you, as Vice-President in the EU Commission, see as the three main challenges for
democracy in Europe right now?

Dubravka Suica: Well, first of all let us put democracy in the European Union into context. The
European Union blazes a trail when it comes to the protection and deepening of democratic
values. This goes hand in hand with human rights and the rule of law. We must never lose
sight of this in our work, in our dreams, in our goals. Democracy on a European and global
level is being challenged from many angles: disinformation, populism and the current
pandemic all affect our democratic systems and require us to reconnect with our citizens.

Yes, it is true that democracy is having a hard time these days. In a recent interview, former
President Barack Obama spoke of the need to address a truth decay in American democracy.

Back here in the European Union, in the Commission, we are working on these challenges and
will be coming forward with a European Democracy Action Plan. What also feeds into this
geography of discontent is that people feel left behind. | hear this all the time. What do they
blame? They blame democracy itself! But democracy is still the best invention. There is
nothing better. Still, we need to improve ways to respond to citizens’ needs.

Our representative democracy works well but it is not without fault. Some may say that it is
not responsive enough, or that it is too mechanical or not inclusive enough. Should we get rid
of it? Certainly not. But we must face the fact that our society has changed. Our work in
demography shows this, on many levels, regional, national, European. And the way we live
and work has also changed. We therefore need new thinking, citizens count on us to come up
with new, innovative and effective ways of addressing these new issues.

What strategy do you think would work to solve potential democracy challenges in the EU?

Dubravka Suica: The world is changing, the European Union too of course — most visibly
through the digital and green transitions but there is also demographic change and we need
to keep this in mind as policymakers. Demographic change is essentially about people’s lives
and if their lives are changing, if the way people live, work and play changes, we as
policymakers must take that into consideration. We work for all Europeans. It cannot be
business as usual — that much is clear. The conference on the Future of Europe is a sign of
new thinking at the European level — we need this new thinking to address the new
challenges we are facing.

One of the principles on which we have based the Conference is the engagement of European
citizens through transparency and openness and in an inclusive manner. As | have said many



times, active citizen participation should always come with critical thinking and deliberation,
reflecting a broad range of views. The Conference on the Future of Europe is not a cure; but it
is a good start to reconnecting with citizens.the promotion of deliberative democracy can
strengthen and enhance representative democracy.

Inclusion is our Leitmotif: the conference on the Future of Europe must be representative of
geography, gender, age, socio-economic background. They are all part of Europe’s diversity
and conversation. | want to reach into every corner of the European Union and engage with
all people. Especially those who are critical of us and who do not engage with us usually.
These are important voices to hear. And the best way to show that we have heard is by
ensuring that these voices, these ideas find their way into our policymaking. Therefore it is of
fundamental importance that we have an appropriate feedback mechanism in place.

What lessons can the EU draw from the outbreak of Covid-19 and its effects on the state of
democracy in its member countries?

Dubravka Suica: It is clear that emergency measures brought in by the governments in
Member States right across the European Union and indeed across the world, have been
largely necessary - albeit with varying degrees of success - in the face of this pandemic.
Measures restricting the movement of people were necessary in order to get the famous rate
down to a manageable level where infection rates decrease, and we take pressure off the
frontline health services — who were already under pressure.

The main problem was the lack of coordination which led to different rules and confusion on
how to tackle questions such as cross-border carriage of goods, which the commission
intervened early to address.

However, | do not think it is all bad news. First of all, coordination has improved significantly.
We have learnt important lessons. But we also need to reflect on other aspects that have
been impacted by Covid-19.

We must acknowledge that in the European Union there is a genuine growing concern for
democratic protection and resilience. The pandemic sharpens the need to defend democracy.
This is a key lesson.

For now, the race is on to find a vaccine to COVID19 in a bid to protect us from further
infection and the subsequent impacts on our health and health systems. | would say we are in
another race. | would say let us get serious about boosting the immunity of democracy in our
Union. Let us focus on injecting the European Union with citizen participation and
deliberation, from the bottom up. This is a key lesson to learn. My task is to strengthen the
links between people and the democratic institutions that serve them. To narrow the gap
between expectation and reality. This is another lesson to be learnt. People need to
understand the competences of the European Union and how and where we can help.

Prior to COVID19 | was on a listening tour of the European Union. Having already held many
dialogues with citizens, | am convinced that issues such as healthcare and the EU’s response
to the public health crisis will now have a more prominent role in the dialogues among



citizens during the Conference. President von der Leyen underlined this recently in her State
of the Union address when she said that this is a noble and urgent task for the Conference on
the Future of Europe. We must address the difficult questions because addressing the difficult
questions helps save lives. That is one of the key lessons learnt from the pandemic. Only by
closely involving our citizens, can we move on from this crisis, safely and together.

The conference on the Future of Europe aims at giving people a say in how the EU is run.
What strategies do you have to reach the citizens of Europe in order to obtain their input?

Dubravka Suica: Let me be clear, we are not starting from scratch here. There is a vast array
of work and expertise that we are basing our work on. There are already many opportunities
to contribute to policymaking: feedback on roadmaps and inception impact assessments;
contributions to public consultations; feedback on draft delegated and implementing acts and
proposals adopted by the College. Of course, there are also citizen dialogues. There is also the
opportunity to submit Citizen Initiatives. My objective, from day one in my current role, is has
been to invest all my energy in citizen engagement and participation at all levels of
policymaking. Prior to COVID19 | was on a listening tour of the European Union. | always try to
go outside the capitals of Member States and meet people in villages, rural regions and to
discuss directly with citizens. | used to be a mayor after all and | know that they have great
experiences to share.

Let me underline that we hope to start the Conference on the Future of Europe as soon as
possible. As you know this is a joint endeavour, the European Parliament, Council and

Commission must agree first on a Joint Declaration setting the basic principles, the scope and
The structure of the Conference. To be clear, the Conference is not about one particular
personality, institution, region or Member State. It is about much more than that. It belongs
to all of us. To citizens, businesses, civil society, youth organisations, schools and universities,
decision makers. And many others.

Under the sixth political priority ‘A new push for European democracy’, the Commission
President is committed to giving Europeans a stronger role in decision-making. Citizens should
play a leading and active part in setting our priorities and our level of ambition. The more a
consensus is built when designing policy, the quicker it can become law and make a
difference to people’s lives.

The fundamental principles of the Commission’s position on the Conference on the Future of
Europe will support these objectives:

e [t should give European citizens a greater say on what the Union does and how it
works for them.

e [t should allow for an open, inclusive, transparent and structured debate, and make it
easier for European citizens to get involved in democracy, beyond the European
elections.

e We are also working on an advanced multilingual digital platform that would allow
citizens debates online and across the EU and a feedback mechanism to ensure that
citizen’s ideas are taken on board during the process and that we responded to them.



Feedback mechanism

We want citizens to see the concrete and tangible results of their deliberations. | believe that
predetermining the outcome would cause more damage to democracy than if we did nothing
at all. The Conference, through the feedback mechanism, can help Europeans to feed their
views into policymaking at the heart of our European Union. They can do this in many ways,
including through the online multilingual digital platform. People must know that any ideas
they present at the local, regional or national level, can reach us at the European level and we
are listening. Concrete follow-up will be the measure of our success and President von der
Leyen was the first to commit to this in her political guidelines and | intend to see it through.

What take-aways do you hope for when meeting with the Committee for a strong democracy
in Sweden?

Dubravka Suica: | actually have great expectations! You see before my political life started, |
taught in secondary schools and also lectured at university, so | am a firm believer in
education and life-long learning. This helps a lot in my work in the upcoming Green Paper on
Ageing as active ageing is a conversation among many others that | believe is necessary.

So let me say that the first takeaway | hope for is that | expect to learn from the Committee
today. The Swedish government has worked hard on a strategy to promote, anchor, and
defend democracy. Part of this is the parliamentary committee on democracy. The committee
engages mainly with local authorities and civil society organisations, but it also reaches out to
citizens through Democracy Ambassadors. It has developed a mobile democracy centre with
the purpose of increasing the awareness of the Swedish democratic system and has launched
the “Declaration for a Strong Democracy” which has already been co-signed by some 70 civil
society organizations, national authorities, regions and municipalities. This is impressive work
and | want to learn more about it. | want to learn about what they see as their successes and
what are their own lessons learnt. | am sure they will have advice for us in the Commission on
how to transfer this knowledge to the European level to maximise our deliberative democracy
exercise.

Secondly, what | really hope for is a strong commitment from Sweden to participate,
contribute and stimulate the conversation around the Conference on the Future of Europe.
We cannot do this alone. We need our Member States, we need our national parliaments and
we need our people to get involved at all levels. Ownership is key. | truly hope that Sweden
will see opportunities in the Conference on the Future of Europe. The European Union as a
whole will certainly benefit from this.
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