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Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the citizens’ initiative

COM(2010) 119 final

Position of the Assembly of European Regions

Adopted by the AER General Assembly

Istanbul, 11 November 2010

This position is based on a working paper produced by the AER General Secretariat in August 2010. 

The AER, gathered at its General Assembly in Istanbul on 11 November 2010, adopted the following position with regard to the European Citizenship Initiative and its implementation:

With regard to the proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the citizens’ initiative (COM(2010) 119 final) 

With regard to the working papers of the European Parliament on the issues and outcome of the meeting between the AER Secretary General and MEP Roza Thun on September 6th, 

We, AER members, 

1. Consider the involvement of civil society in policy-shaping as a key element to improve the sense of ownership with the European integration process and enhance its legitimacy

2. Therefore welcome the introduction of the European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) by the Lisbon Treaty in its Article 11, paragraph 4, which can become a tool of major importance to fill in the democracy gap between citizens and the EU. 

3. Underline, though, that, beyond its symbolic value, the impact that this new tool will have on the decision-making process in the European Union is difficult to evaluate. 

4. Warn, therefore, against too complex implementation procedures which could hamper the setting up of ECI
5. Take note, in this context, of the proposals of the European Commission - Draft Regulation COM(2010) 119 final - regarding the implementation of this new tool.

6. Welcome the fact that these proposals aim to balance the accessibility of the new instrument, by avoiding unnecessary administrative burdens, with the needs to ensure the integrity of the EU system, which implies the representation of EU general interest and the prevention of abuse. 

7. Consider, however, that many details on the initiative’s procedures, such as minimum number of signatures per member states, minimum number of countries, eligibility criteria, requirements for collection of signatures, verification, timing, and last but not least, the registration of the proposed initiatives, are still facing criticism. 

8. Would like, in this context, to make the following comments
:

(i) As for the minimum age: 

In order to serve as a true instrument encouraging active democracy, ECI should involve the youngest generation of Europeans. AER and in particular its Youth Regional Network therefore suggests:

-either setting the minimum age at 16, as is the case in some European countries (e.g. Austria)

- or to at least leave it up to the Member States to fix the limit age, along  the same lines as the verification of signatures takes place at national level. 

(ii) As for the time limit for data collection

Preparing an ECI will take time, due to language barriers and geographic. Avoiding any strict time limit in the collection of support statements would encourage the European debate and also be a good test for the initiators of an initiative: This will require sustainability and consistency from their side, and less serious initiatives would run out of steam.

With this in mind, AER proposes to skip the proposed 12-month time limit for the collection of support statements. 

(iii) As for the admission process to the ECI

AER suggests that the experience available in various European countries be looked at before any admission criteria is set up. 

(iv) As for the responses to the ECI

The EC should be obliged to specify the reasons for either rejecting an ECI or deciding not to make any legislative proposal to ‘successful’ initiatives.  In addition, consultations with relevant stakeholders should be organised by the EC before it responds to a proposal. AER also thinks that the European Commission’s decision should be subject to appeal to the European Court of Justice. 
(v) Sources of funding

According to AER, the regulation should introduce the obligation for organisers to report on any new financial contribution to the ECI on a regular basis. In addition, the European Commission should give more transparency concerning the use of this financial information and about the impact that it will have on the qualitative evaluation of an ECI.

(vi) Review clause

The ECI is a new tool, whose implementation within the next years may remain experimental. Despite the legal framework, its functioning will largely depend on the participation of civil society. As a consequence, AER stresses that the review of the procedure and the annexes to the Regulation could be organized after three years rather than 5 years, so as to rapidly improve the efficiency of the instrument and make it truly and fully operational in upcoming years. 

9. Entrust the AER Standing Committee on Institutional Affairs with forwarding this position to the European Parliament and planning public events in the Regions to disseminate knowledge about the ECI in the next months. 










� Comments based on an AER survey run among its members in Summer 2010
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