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Chairman, ladies and gentlemen

I would like first of all to transmit to you the greetings of Commissioner Wallstrom and Director General Sorensen who were unable to be present here today due to prior engagements. 

For me it is a great pleasure to participate at this Conference. At the beginning of my career in the Commission I had the opportunity to have regular contacts with representatives of Regional Authorities in the Union. 
We have seen during the last twenty years important progress in the activities of the Regions at European level, not least the creation of CoR, and the Assembly of European Regions has played an important role to that effect. 

Regions are important players in the process of European construction. European policies have a direct impact on the regions and the lives of the European citizens. 
Vice-President Wallström stressed this point: "The policies of the EU affect everyone's lives, whether through its Regulations on subjects such as mobile phone roaming charges or through the free movement of people or goods or any other of the EU's many achievements.  EU policies therefore need to be … discussed and debated, whether in the town hall, in regional assemblies, national parliaments, on television shows or on the internet".
But citizens are not always aware of these policies. Studies have shown that European citizens are not very well informed about the EU although most of them (64% according to the Eurobarometer of March 2007) are interested in news about the EU.
In this context the task of communicating Europe to its citizens becomes a priority. 

The Commission during the last 4 years, under the authority of Commissioner Wallstrom, has made considerable efforts to improve contacts with the citizens and provide them with the necessary information for the understanding of EU policies. 

Regional authorities, individually or organised in associations, being closer to the citizens than the national and/or the European ones, have a crucial role to play in contributing to better communicating Europe. It is no accident that the main motto of our Communication policy is "going local" and that "partnership" is the privileged way of achieving our objectives.  

There are several documents adopted by the Commission which explain our approach to communication, as well as several specific activities implementing the principles and guidelines presented in these documents. 
Communicating Europe in partnership
Following the White paper "on a European communication policy" of 2006 and an extended consultation process, the Commission adopted last October a Communication entitled "Communicating Europe in partnership". This document formulates a set of concrete proposals for an enhanced European communication policy aiming at improving current activities and developing new ones. Our objective is to help develop a European public sphere and to empower citizens by giving them access to information. 
The main elements of this Communication include:
· The wish of the Commission to work, in close partnership with other EU institutions, MS and regional and local authorities on selected annual communication priorities. The principle is that all those involved more directly in European decision making have an obligation to communicate and explain. 
· The Commission proposes an inter-institutional agreement to better structure EU communication process and engage all stakeholders. There are now ongoing discussions between the Commission, the Parliament and the Council. The Inter-institutional Group on Information (IGI) is the existing policy structure for agreeing EU communication strategy and selecting common communication priorities for the EU institutions and Member States. It is chaired jointly by the European Parliament, the Commission and the Presidency. The European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions participate as observers in the IGI.
· Setting up management partnerships with interested Member States on a voluntary basis, as a main instrument to carry out joint communication initiatives on selected communication priorities at central, regional and local levels. This kind of partnership, (framing the cooperation between Commission, Parliament and Member State in an individually tailored way), has already proved successful in Germany. Partnerships have been agreed in Hungary and Slovenia. Negotiations are under way, with several other Member States and some have already signed e.g. Austria, Belgium, France, Italy and Portugal. Regional and local action could also be included in management partnerships.
· Going local: Our Representations in the capitals and other cities in the EU27 and the extended network of Europe Direct centres are a concrete expression of going local. In addition we promote the development of a network of European Public Spaces in the Representations and EP offices, to reach out to citizens and support active European citizenship through several activities in education and civil society. Representations provide regularly EU information to regional and local journalists. 

· Involve in the communication process Parliamentarians from different levels European, national and regional. Delivering on a proposal of the EP, the Commission is working on the establishment of Pilot Information Networks to improve communication between European and national politicians, journalists and other opinion formers across EU.
· Improve our understanding of the public opinion through the Eurobarometer. Concrete improvements will include more widespread use of qualitative research tools. Targeted public opinion research methods will be used more widely to measure the impact of communication.
· Promote EU issues through TV, Radio and Internet. People prefer to receive information on European issues through their favourite TV and radio stations and their favourite websites. The Communication announces both a new Internet as well as a new Audio-visual strategy. 
Internet strategy

Internet creates opportunities for political communication, policy consultation and information provision. The new Internet strategy was adopted by the Commission on 21/12/2007. 
The new approach aims to contribute to the efforts to build a European public sphere; improve information provision and knowledge on the EU; communicate on European integration and our policies to new audiences; promote interactive debates on EU affairs and policies; 
To achieve our objectives there is a need to overhaul the EUROPA inter-institutional portal and develop actions beyond EUROPA to seize these opportunities.

· For EUROPA the new strategy proposes among other things to:
· Restructure the top level pages according to a users' perspective and not a  Commission’s organisational or policy perspective;

· Promote “wiki” pilot projects that give an active role to readers in improving contents and encourage them to participate in early stages of thinking on new EU policies;

· Animate discussion forums better than in the past;

· Beyond EUROPA the strategy proposes to:
· Develop an informal network of leading European Affairs websites;

· Establish an internet monitoring system to identify those EU issues of public interest and the political trends emerging on the Internet;

· Extend the role of staff as ambassadors beyond the standard communication channels to include the Internet.

Europe on the air: a network of European radio stations

The first step of our new audiovisual strategy was the launching of Euranet. 

From April this year, 16 radio stations from 13 countries working in a consortium and 7 associate radio stations have started co-producing and simultaneously broadcasting daily programmes devoted to current affairs and society in the EU 27. 
The programmes of this European network will include daily news reports, interviews, debates, magazines looking at subjects in greater depth and coverage of live events. The interactive nature of this daily programmes lasting between 30 and 60 minutes will also be enhanced by the launch of a common internet portal in July 2008.

Initially, broadcasts will be in 10 languages (Bulgarian, English, French, German, Greek, Hungarian, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian and Spanish), but they will gradually expand to the 23 languages of the EU.

This network is open to all kinds of national, regional, local, public or private radio stations, and already ranges from "Radio Polskie" to "Punto Radio" (Spain), via "Deutsche Welle", "Radio Netherlands", "Radio France Internationale" and "Radio Slovenia International". 
Other radio stations can join the network, if they meet the rules laid down by the consortium coordinated by "Deutsche Welle" and RFI, sending an official letter of intent. 
It is important to stress that the strictest respect for the consortium's editorial freedom is guaranteed by an editorial charter. 
Audiovisual strategy
TV and radio channels remain the preferred medium of information for most people, but EU-related information provided by the national audiovisual media currently takes up less than 10% of the time allocated to national news.

In a Communication entitled "Communicating Europe through audiovisual media", adopted on 24/4/2008, the Commission has announced actions aimed at bringing more coverage of EU affairs to TV and radio channels and multimedia platforms. 
The aim is to encourage audiovisual media professionals to create and take part in European audiovisual networks; increase the amount of raw audiovisual material which it already provides free of charge to audiovisual media professionals; increase its own production of videos to illustrate or explain EU policies. There is a clear demand for EU-produced audiovisual material as proven by the success of our channel on YouTube (EUtube), which has had over 10 million video views since its launch in July 2007. 

Concrete actions to be taken include:

· Increase the news content of the existing EU satellite channel Europe by Satellite – EbS – and double its capacity;

· Continue to support the existing European radio network, currently consisting of 16 radio stations which cooperate to produce and broadcast EU-content information, extending its reach and languages coverage;

· Prepare a similar TV network in 2009-2010 in order to help broadcasters supply more information about the EU on European screens;

· Reinforce the role of the Commission's audio-visual library and audio-visual portal which is equally accessible to the professional broadcast media and citizens at large;

· Increase its production of informative audio-visual content and improve its distribution via different technological platforms, such as EUTube;

· Support the launch of the EuroNews service in Arabic, due to start broadcasting in July 2008;

· Launch an on-line EU events calendar that would allow media and any other interested person to access videos, facts and figures on any given EU event, months in advance.
Debate Europe
The Communication on "Communicating Europe in partnership" also announces the follow up to the Debate Europe operation which started in 2005.  On 2 April 2008 the Commission adopted a Communication entitled 'Debate Europe – building on the experience of Plan D for Democracy, Dialogue and Debate'. It puts forward a set of future actions to foster a general and permanent debate on the future of the European Union among people from all walks of life, at both national and EU level. 
Debate Europe is about further enabling citizens to articulate their wishes directly to decision-makers and making good use of the media in the process. Debate Europe will make the European Commission go even more local. It will further promote events (involving individual members and officials of the EU institutions in the Member States) not only in the capitals, but reaching out to regional and local authorities, local media and civil society organisations.
The first phase Plan D, during the period 2005-2007, focused on the "debate" and "dialogue" part of the process. The next phase of Plan D – Debate Europe - will take this process one step further and focus on the third "D", for Democracy.  The European Commission will co-fund a number of civil society projects in 2008 and 2009 under Debate Europe – both at EU and national level. 
At EU level, the Commission wishes to strengthen the existing debate about the future of Europe and its impact on citizens' daily lives by launching one or more pan-European projects with a budget of 2 millions €.

· In a first phase, these projects will carry out a Europe-wide dialogue between citizens, political decision-makers and other key opinion formers through a series of debates/conferences/consultations and other events, with a view to ascertaining citizens' principal issues and concerns at a European level which touch their daily lives. 

· This dialogue will ensure a close involvement of the other EU institutions (EP, EESC, COR) and European political parties' foundations. The conclusions arising from these events will be synthesised and made public. 

· At a concluding event they will be presented to European decision makers to give them the opportunity to react and take into account the concerns of the European electorate. This phase of the project should be completed ideally before the June 2009 European elections.

· In a second phase, the contractor could continue with a series of meetings with newly-elected MEPs and representatives from the principal European media (television, radio, press).

· In carrying out both phases, the projects will take into account the European Year of Intercultural Dialogue and on-going Commission programmes such as Europe for Citizens and e-Participation.

At Member-States level, Debate Europe will devote a 5.2 millions € budget to fund projects which facilitate dialogue between citizens, national and local political decision makers and opinion-formers. 

· Such projects will closely involve local members of the European Parliament, the EESC and CoR as well as European parties. They will raise local media and politicians' interest in the debate on Europe and increase understanding of the EU's impact on citizens' everyday life. The conclusions will identify specific European issues which matter to people in their particular local and national environment.

· The Commission Representations, working together with the European Parliament's Information Offices, will exploit the full potential of European Public Spaces which will accommodate exhibitions, debates, seminars and training sessions on EU matters. Together with the local information relays, the Representations will carry on organizing debates in smaller towns and cities involving members and officials from all EU institutions.
Beyond the total budget of 7.2 millions € committed to it, beyond the projects it will co-fund, the message of Debate Europe is that the listening and connecting to the citizens approach should be a permanent operation.  It is rooted in the belief that addressing the EU "democratic deficit" can bring a new lease of life to democracy as a whole, at all levels of governance.  It is a vehicle for closer inter-institutional cooperation in communicating Europe.
Ladies and gentlemen 

Repeating my opening remarks, regional authorities are closer to the citizens than the national and/or the European ones and have a crucial role to play in contributing to better communicating Europe and bridging the gap between the EU and its citizens.

I would like to congratulate AER and the land of Hesse for organizing this event. 

Thank you for your attention 
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