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During the last ten years the mood of European public opinions has gradually mutated. It has happened as an effect of the biggest financial and then economic and social crisis after the World Second War and coinciding with the signature (2007) and the enter in force (2009) of the Treaty of Lisbon. 
The global economic crisis and the policies adopted to address it have slowed growth to the point that some 120 million Europeans are threatened with poverty and social exclusion. 
Inequality of income and opportunity has increased; social and political tensions have grown. Amplified by the technological and digital revolution, globalisation has disrupted world equilibrium more than anyone thought possible, triggering a rapid international redistribution of work and investment. 
Atrocious conflicts in the areas neighbouring Europe have raised fears and prompted terrible terrorist acts, so difficult to prevent that have already altered many habits of those who live in the European Union. 
Millions of people outside Europe are abandoning their countries of origin, fleeing oppressive regimes, wars, grave political strains, climate disasters and scant economic prospects, looking for a better future in Europe and elsewhere in the world. 
In addition to solidarity, these flows of migrants have also engendered unmotivated fears in the European population, owing to a lack of knowledge. 
Although the unprecedented scope of these phenomena and their manifestation in rapid succession has changed the world, the European Union has appeared unable to respond swiftly and adequately, a victim of its gradualism, of the risible financial resources of the EU budget and of the strength of national governments in areas key to the management of transnational issues.
As a result, the consensus and the credit granted to the European ideal have given ground to open criticism. 
All this is happening while communication is undergoing a radical metamorphosis, with the rise of social media and the transformation of traditional media and the emergence of phenomena such as fake news, information manipulation and “post-truth” argumentation. A consequence is a renewed temptation to find autonomous solutions, which are antithetical to the very idea of open cooperation in Europe. 
In short, the ideals and best practices on which European integration was founded and pursued for decades have been weakened. The causes, linked to the problems afflicting Europeans and the Union, can be categorised in three main areas:
· growing individual and collective insecurity; 
· the collapse of mutual trust between governments and between peoples;
· the feeling of people, as voters in democratic systems, that they count for little or nothing. 
To describe the situation facing the European Union today, a dragonfly metaphor could come in handy. Initially, a larva lies inside the chrysalis. Instead of being protected, however, the larva is attacked by its cells, which destroy it. The larva dies, but its death gives rise to a new living being, the dragonfly, which will succeed, after a struggle, to break through the chrysalis and take flight. The Union is now going through that very delicate passage that leads to the death of the larva from the blows it has received, especially from within, from its Member States. We must ask ourselves whether it will turn into a chrysalis and dragonfly, or simply die out. 
However, the belief that emerges from the result of the last European elections is that a large majority of citizens think that there is a better alternative to the disruptive scenarios. 
To do this: 
· it is necessary to clarify the essential elements of the European project, the method and the agenda of the Union, making itself understood by the citizenry in a total transparent way, who must be involved and kept constantly informed; 
· no variant of the institution-building should be ruled out, including the possibility of a Europe progressing in “concentric circles”;

· it must be acknowledged that the perception of the European Union and the feelings that accompany it can improve by major initiatives that are still likely to produce positive effects, particularly in terms of public opinion, whose assent and participation in the European project are essential. 
One of the decisive causes of the weakening of the European Union is the incompleteness of a fundamental element of any social community: the European identity. 
This incompleteness is demonstrated by the lack of a real European citizenship in a legal and political sense. The rights recognized by the Treaties for European citizens are limited to certain areas, however important they may be. In addition, there are no foundations (for example, in the procedures for the election of the European Parliament) for the creation of a European public space, where the sharing of values, rights and duties is accompanied by a feeling of loyalty to common institutions. 
Common institutions and national governments have failed to stimulate a profound and irreversible change in the consciousness of Europeans, especially in the younger generations far removed from the experiences of the Founder Parents (Mothers and Fathers). 
Nor have European political parties contributed to “forming European political awareness and to expressing the will of citizens of the Union”, disregarding the principle anchored in the Lisbon Treaty (article 10, paragraph 4 TEU). Accordingly, a real European civil society and a genuine European public opinion have not formed. 
A root and branch reform of the European Union system is now unavoidable and the AFCO Committee has dedicated the major part of the last legislature to facilitate the debate on the key elements of this reform 
.
Various incongruities are apparent in the European system and in its mechanisms. Many of them stem from the original project for Europe, which has never been truly superseded in spite of the five treaty changes, and their presence engenders doubt about the democratic legitimacy of the European Union in the minds of its citizens. Other incongruities have become all too evident in recent years as a result of the sequence of financial, economic, social and political crisis together with the growing use of the intergovernmental method..

Faced with these emergencies and determined to deal with the situation and resolve the crisis, the European Council has taken on ever more decision-making powers, even beyond those assigned to it under the Treaties, and yet has still been unable to come up with the sort of response the current challenges demand.

The usual approach, which prioritises agreements between governments, no longer seems fit for purpose for the present time, still less for the future. Nor does the holding of a new Convention as it is establiashed in the art. 48.4 of the Treaty of Lisbon in place of a genuine, transparent, transnational European debate and of a constituant method to reform the European system in a democratic way. 

To define the future of the European Union, it is necessary and urgent to involve citizens, popular movements and political parties, national parliaments, regional legislative assemblies and local authorities. 
The free flow of information and communication absolutely needs to be improved, both as regards the method of dissemination and as regards its level of detail. For example, universities and schools might make an ideal setting for debate, as they are able to offer opportunities for a structured form of discourse open to citizens and civil society.

The proposal for a European Conference on the future of Europe confirms the objective of reshaping the European system by adding the need to respond to citizens’ request to participate in change by laying the foundations for a renewed consensus on the European project.

Contrary to the list of issues listed by the Franco-German non-paper, the Conference must be preceded and accompanied – not tackled - by major proposals and decisions to be taken during the first year of the legislature, following the Agenda of the new Commission: 
· on a European Green Deal to fight against Climate Change, 
· the full implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights to fight against inequalities, 
· European legislation on the human and ethical implications of Artificial Intelligence together with a European Charter of Digital World Rights and Duties to create wealth for our societies, 
· the Banking Union and the revision of EMU governance, 
· a quinquiennal MFF founded on own resources to assure European common goods,  
· an innovative Neighbourgh Policy towards the Mediterranean Area as a key element of the role of the Union in the world, 
· the reform of the Dublin rules togtether with a true inclusive policy, 
· a strong and efficient instrument to respect of the Rule of Law and European values. 
This means that the Conference shall not replace the role of the European institutions and – when it is the case – of the national Parliaments in the devolpment of the common policies. 
This development will serve as a stimulus for the transnational debate on the future of Europe, while the debate on the future of Europe will provide a fertile ground for facilitating consensus-building in the development of common policies. 

The Conference should be convened on the basis of an interinstitutional declaration adopted by the European Parliament, the Commission and the Council (acting by a majority) after consulting the ECB, the EESC and the Committee of Regions, assisted by a secretariat provided by the Commission and the EP.
The Conference will be an unique opportunity to tackle the key issues of:

· the division of responsabilities between the regional, national and European levels takimg into account the local dimension to renew the approach of the principle of subsidiarity and the definition of exclusive, shared and supporting competences

· the fiscal capacity of the European Union and the future dimension of the European budget in its three fonctions (Allocation, Distribution and Stabilization)

· the achievement of Sustainable Development Goals

· the role of the EU in the globalised world
· the relationship between European citizenship and national identities
· the political bounderies of the European Union and its relationship with the rest of the continent 

Finally and as the last part of the debate:

· the system of the government of the Union and its democratic character

· the method and the agenda for reforming the European system, includimg the transition to an ever closer Union in the event that some Member States are not ready to accept it.

As constituent members the Conference should be composed by the parlamentarian (representing together the EP, the national parliaments and the legislative Assemblies of the Regions united in the various political groups) and the governmental dimensions involving the Commission on a equal footing. 
Representative of ECB, Court of Accounts, EESC, Committee of Regions, Fundamental Rights Agency, Ombudsman, OLAF, Eurojust, European Prosecutor as well as of the Council of Europe, the Union pour la Méditerranée and the Venice Committee could be invited to assist and to take the floor.
The Conference will be a European public space to build the necessary consensus between the dimension of representative drmocracy – which for the Union is identified in the central role of parliamentary systems – and the dimension of participatory democracy. 

The participatory democracy makes it essential to have an open, ever transparent and structured dialogue with representative associations, European networks and citizens, with a view to strenthening the process of forming a common European identity, in the name of the principle written in quite all our constitutions that “sovereignity belongs to the people” which delegates it in the forms and according to the procedures defined by our constitutional systems. 

No vaiant of new forms of participatory democracy should ruled out, including the direct participation of individual citizens selected via internet,  such as:

· crowdsources

· the method of the participatory budget

· internet fora

· blockchains
· contact groups

· webstreaming and webinars.

The Conference should respect three main elements of a true public debate on the future of Europe: 

· the transnational level of the the point of views expressed on the key issues. This element could be strenghtened throught the organisation of conferences in the Member States with thematic sectors as the Economic and Social Partners, Erasmus Student Network, the network of the European Capitals of Culture, the Institutional Network of the Universities from the Capitals of Europe, the European Foundations Centre, the European Festival Association, the Civil Society Assembly, Europe Ambition 2030, the Association of EU Member States Cultural Institutes, the European Association for Education of Adults, the International European Mouvement, the Council of European Municipalities and Regions, the European NGO Confederation for relief and development, the Conference of European Constitutional Courts, the Trans-European-Studies-Association, etc.

· the absolure transparence and publicity of all the debates excluding the creation of Steering or Working Groups to coordinate or summarize the conclusions contrary to the proposal made by the Franco-German non-paper and to the decision made by the Confernce of the President of the Political Groups in the EP. This element exclude that “the final document with recommendations should be presented to the European Council for debate and implementation” as it has been proposed by the Franco-German non-paper. 
· lacking of democratic accountability, the Conference couldn’t adopt decisions neither on common policies nor on the changes of the treaties but only political recommendations on the basis of a majority consent.  

It could be useful to involve contemporary European events in the debate on the future of Europe as the European White Nights held for the first time in Berlin in 2011, the European Museum Nights or the European Researchers’ Night forging links among Europeans through ever-increasing cultural exchanges.

It could also useful to rebuild the initiative “a soul for Europe” created by Jacques Delors putting together the religious, morale and ethic dimension at European level.    
It could be useful to organise a special meeting between the European and the national Parliaments following the example of the “Assises interparlementaires” taking place in Rome before the IGC on the Maastrichit Treaty (November 1990).
The Conference has to be aware about the risks to pulverize the debates if its work is prolonged more than the end of 2021. 
If a majority consent will be reached to open the doors to writing a new treaty the best way is to recognize this role to the European Parliament avoiding the obstacles and rigidities of the rule which have characterised the procedure of the Convention and drawing inspiration from the method which led the first European Parliament to adopt the “Draft Treaty establishing the European Union”. This draft had been conceived as a global and coherent, new and indipendent Treaty intended to create a new entity.  
The EP and the AFCO could assure that the work will be done in conditions of maximum transparency and public disclosure, and will be followed by the decision-making and ratification phases, in accordance with the constitutional arrangements of each Member State. 
Finally, at the end of the process, the public will have to voice its opinion by means of a referendum to be held in every Member State on the same day. In any case, referendums are already a legal requirement in many countries, and politically indispensable in others. The referendum would ask citizens to express their opinion on the new federal arrangements, on its constituent and founding rules, and on the idea of moving beyond the boundaries of today’s nation states into a new European dimension.

The referendums would represent a completely new approach to consulting the public. If the preparatory stage succeeds in galvanising a sufficient sense of involvement, then the body of voters invited to express its opinion will be more consciously “European”, thanks also to the preliminary discussions and efforts to create a European identity as put forward by this document.

� When signing the Treaty of Lisbon, it has been said: “This Treaty will serve the Union for the next fifty years!”
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