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Madam Vice-President, I am very honoured to speak to you today on behalf of the Assembly of European Regions, which represents 255 regional authorities from the wider Europe. These regions can act as two-way communication channels, transmitting European messages to the citizens, on the one hand, and bringing the views of the citizens back into the European decision-making processes on the other. They can demonstrate to citizens how European policies have an impact and a relevance for their region.  Being responsible for the management and implementation of 70-80 per cent of EU policy, regional and local authorities can also provide information to the European institutions about what works for the citizens and what does not. 
The AER has prepared a list of 22 concrete recommendations on how regions can play a key role in improving the link between citizens and the EU – these recommendations have been distributed to you already. I will briefly give you of a few examples. Firstly, regions need to play a much greater role in promoting the take-up of the concrete opportunities that the European Union offers to the citizens, such as youth exchange programmes. Secondly, there also needs to be a better mobilisation of links between MEPs and regional politicians covering the same constituencies. And thirdly, regional press resources need to be mobilised to communicate European issues. Proper training is needed for regional press officers in this regard. I would therefore like to ask you, Commissioner, whether the Commission will commit to providing training on public communications in European issues to the regional level, and not only to the national level as stated in the Communications Strategy?
I don’t think that I would be exaggerating if I said that the European institutions are not always successful in translating their messages into an everyday language that citizens can easily understand. Regions can help to address this problem by explaining European policies in the context of local issues. Within the AER, we are trying to facilitate this process, by organising a series of citizens’ forums, bringing together the citizens of specific regions with key EU representatives. The first AER citizens forum was organised in Debrecen, Hungary on 17th May with citizens from the Hajdu-Bihar region. The speakers included a representative of the European Commission representation in Hungary, a former MEP and a Hungarian COR member. The Forum operated as a two-way dialogue. One of the key messages that came from the citizens during this forum was that they need much clearer and simpler information about how to benefit from the opportunities offered to them by the European Union, such as funding or exchange programmes. We believe that, through initiatives such as citizens’ forums, regions can act as bridges, connecting the European institutions with those citizens who would not usually have the opportunity to engage in European policy debates. I would therefore like to ask you, Commissioner, whether the Commission intends to provide financial support for local and regional communications initiatives on European issues?

It is important to emphasise that communication of European issues must be a dialogue, not a one-way information flow. I therefore welcome the fact that in its Communications Strategy, the Commission commits to organising a series of Stakeholder Forums. My final question to you, Commissioner, is whether a specific stakeholder forum for regional and local authorities is foreseen?

All groups of society must be involved in dialogue with the European institutions. In particular, young people should be encouraged to engage in European debates, as they themselves represent the future of Europe. Through the AER ‘European Youth Ambassador scheme’, we are providing training to 50 young people in the European regions and assisting them in organising activities in their regions to promote debate on European topics. We are very grateful to you, Commissioner, that you have agreed to meet the European Youth Ambassadors personally when they come to Brussels at the end of the year to present the outcomes of their debates.

I would like to end, Commissioner Wallström, by emphasising that the AER warmly commends the Commission’s Plan D and its Communication Strategy and intends to do everything possible to support you in this work. By engaging local and regional authorities in the delivery of Plan D and the Communications Strategy, the Commission can ensure that its message reaches the people it is targeted at and does not only remain a topic of discussion for lobbyists and politicians in Brussels. Thank you.

Questions to Commissioner Wallström:

(i) Is the Commissioner able to commit to providing training on public communications in European issues to regional level and not only to the national level?

(ii) Will the Commission organise a specific Stakeholders Forum targeted for the local and regional politicians?

(iii) What financial resources will the Commission make available for local and regional communications initiatives on European issues?
Assembly of European Regions

The Role of the Regions in Reconnecting Europe with the Citizen: Recommendations

1. Regions should play a greater role in promoting the take-up of concrete opportunities that the European Union offers to the citizens (such as exchange programmes) 

2. School curricula should attach greater value to European issues, including the teaching of the common European history and politics 

3. Regional authorities need to ensure that ongoing training on European affairs is provided to all regional officials working on issues that have a European dimension 

4. There should be better mobilisation of political party linkages at regional, national and European level, to create communication channels for European issues at the grassroots

5. Regional authorities should mobilise their press officers to develop human interest stories on the impact of European policies and funds on their own regions and citizens

6. Regional authorities should provide citizens with better information about European-funded projects in their region, through website links, libraries and information centres 

7. The European Commission should develop the Europe Direct Centres as two-way communication channels

8. Regional politicians can work together with MEPs and COR members to set up electronic discussion forums on European issues of direct relevance to their regions

9. Regional and European institutions should work together to organise citizens’ forums, bringing together regional stakeholders and representatives of the COR, Parliament and Commission

10. The European Commission should introduce more formal and informal consultation of the regions at the earliest possible moment in the pre-legislative phase of policy-making

11. The Structured Dialogue should be decoupled from the inter-institutional relationship between the COR and the Commission

12. The annual Structured Dialogue with the Commission President should be held prior to the approval of the Commission’s work programme

13. The Structured Dialogue should be limited to the European associations only, in order to allow time for meaningful contributions and dialogue

14. An Intergroup on Regions should be established within the European Parliament

15. The European Parliament should organise hearings with regions on policies that affect them

16. Relations between MEPs and regional politicians with overlapping constituencies should be improved

17. All national governments should commit to consult regions on all European policies that impact upon regional competencies in that country

18. Permanent Representations should undertake to regularly brief and engage with regional representatives in Brussels 

19. The European Commission should put into place an institutional twinning mechanism to allow for the exchange of best practice on the transposition and implementation of EU legislation between regional administrations 

20. The European Commission, in its comprehensive review of impact assessment in 2006, should carry out a proper analysis of the degree of consultation of local and regional authorities in the process to date and make concrete recommendations for improvements

21. Regional authorities should engage stakeholders in their regions in their deliberations on European issues, for example through citizens’ advisory panels on European affairs 
22. Regional assemblies should place greater importance on debates on European issues 
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