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The Conference on the Future of Europe formally began 
its work on 9 May 2021. The declared expectations on its 
importance and scope were high and ambitious.  In her 
opening speech at the Conference, the President of the Eu-
ropean Commission, Ursula von der Leyen,  stated: “…(But) 
I do believe that this Conference is a real opportunity to bring 
Europeans together and to rally around a common ambition 
for our future, just as as previous generations did. (…). This is 
an opportunity for Europeans to help find the right balance. 
For some, Europe is too institutional and mechanical in the 
way that it works”1.

The President of the European Parliament, David Sassoli, 
also expressed high level of hope for the Conference: “We 
are at a time, when citizens want to take responsibility, 
they want to have a say in the policies that affect their daily 
lives, their future, the future of the planet. It is time to open 
up to involve citizens more in public life, and that is the aim 
of this Conference”, he said.

In general, and according to what has been expressed by 
the spokespersons of the European institutions, the tone 
and expectations of the Conference will seek several simul-
taneous objectives: an open and unconditional exercise of 
listening to the diversity of opinions of European citizens; 
a deliberative practice with the aim of gathering opinions 
and proposals from these citizens; an effort to ensure that 
the very practice of debate and discussion contributes to 
advancing a European public space; and a method of ar-
ticulating the bottom-up debate aiming at addressing citi-
zens’ mistrust and unease with regards to politics in gener-
al and European politics in particular.

Moreover, the Conference will take place in, what seems 
to be, the last phase of the Coronavirus pandemic and its 
disastrous economic and social effects.

The management of the pandemic has highlighted both 
the EU’s institutional weakness and its resilience (Chopin, 
2021). The health, social and economic crises have made 
evident EU’s institutional fragility in dealing with global 
crises and EU’s difficulties in dealing with situations that 
require planning, preparation and decision-making in re-
cord time. As comparison, it took seventeen months for EU 
to implement the Next Generation Plan, while it took the 
US government barely two months to implement its own. 
And yet, we could add the solidarity fractures observed be-
tween EU countries, both in the initial phase of the crisis 
and during the debate on this Plan2. 

On the other hand, it is also worth noting the resilience of 
the European Union, which in an adverse context has been 
able to find, at least for the time being, a proposal for eco-
nomic recovery aid representing, in fact, the biggest leap in 
the integration process in decades.

Moreover, the Conference will take place after several si-
multaneous crises that have put the integration process, 
European institutions and aims to the test. From the words 
and texts that the institutions have produced in relation to 
the Conference, we can deduce that there is an awareness 
of this diffuse unrest and of the need for political action 
order to link European citizens with the integration project 
and its institutions.

In this Policy paper we seek to address the relationship be-
tween expectations of what could or should be done and 
the organisation and functioning of the Conference, in or-
der to anticipate whether (or not) the Conference is in a po-
sition to meet such expectations and desires. On the other 
hand, we also want to answer the question of whether the 
expectations regarding the Conference are similarly shared 
by the European institutions and how the Conference fits 
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in the economic and political scenario that the EU is going 
through, not only in the context of the pandemic and but 
also taking into account the effects - present and persis-
tent - of the poly-crisis situation that the EU has been going 
through since 2008.

Finally, we would like to share some reflections on possible 
scenarios related to the Conference, and the options and 
opportunities for the radical left.

Poly-crisis, legitimacy crisis and resilience in the European 
integration project
Until now, it has been common currency to accept that the 
European construction grew and consolidated through 
crises and “exceptional summits” in which, by stopping the 
clocks, EU governments would find an agonising way out 
that would allow them to continue moving forward. And 
the truth is that the EU has been able to overcome diffi-
cult trials tests that have generally led to an increase in the 
levels of integration and supranational decision-making 
capacity.

Without going back to the origins, let us recall the Treaty of 
Nice (2003), which should have prepared the institutional 
structure of the European Union for future enlargements 
to the Central and Eastern of Europe and which turned out 
to be a fiasco; or the failed European Constitution (2005), 
which was rejected by the people in France and the Neth-
erlands and, later, became the Treaty of Lisbon (also initially 
rejected by Ireland). This Treaty included some significant 
changes in the functioning of the EU, but did not solve the 
recurrent problem of the democratic deficit and the grow-
ing distrust of citizens towards the integration process.

In fact, the failure of the European Constitution revealed 
the end of what has been called “the permissive consensus”, 
an expression coined by Lindberg and Sheingold (1970), 
and which refers to a passive legitimacy of the European 
citizenry towards the integration project. From this implicit 
consensus, which can be explained both by the depolitici-
sation of the integration process and by the appearance of 
a one-sum game (in which all actors win), we have moved 
on to what is called “constraining dissensus” (Hooghe and 
Marks, 2008), which has emerged as a result of a growing 
politicisation of the integration process and an increase in 
the unease about its consequences. This dissensus refers to 
the EU no longer being seen as a solution to problems, but 
as part of them (Tsoukalis, 2016: 8). 

To a large extent this has to do with the increase in the EU’s 
areas of competence and, therefore, the greater impact 
and visibility of its decisions. The result has been the nor-
mal outcome on these occasions: increased politicisation 
around the integration process. This process has shown 
that the EU has become economically a more liberal pro-
ject and a substantial part of the current globalisation pro-
cess (Tsoukalis, 2016: 34).

The relevant question in relation to the crisis concerns its 
nature, impact and duration. This approach should give us 
a better understanding of the challenges facing the inte-
gration process and whether solutions are thinkable within 
the framework of the current treaties. Basically, whether it 
is possible to go on with “business as usual”, so that minor 
tweaks can continue to keep the situation under control.

Our view is that the simultaneity and magnitude of the 
recurrent crises that the EU experienced (and is still ex-
periencing) since 2008 call for qualitative changes in the 
integration process, in its institutional architecture, in its 
relationship with European citizenship and in the role of 
member states. Our aim is to situate the Conference on the 
Future of Europe in relation to this diagnosis and tackle the 
challenges that arise from this analysis.

First, never before have we spoken of “a decade of crisis”. 
Since the financial crisis bursted in 2008, the EU has expe-
rienced a succession of simultaneous crises that not only 
have affected virtually all areas of this “stateless political 
system”, as it has often been characterised, but also its sup-
posed values, its identity and citizens’ perceptions of the 
very process of integration, its belonging and usefulness, 
have been called into question.
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We could speak of at least seven different crises: A) the 2008 
financial crisis and its economic and social consequenc-
es. The management of the crisis produced a deep shock 
in the countries subject to Memoranda of Understanding 
in order to receive aid from the EU. These were veritable 
vassalage contracts (Varoufakis, 2017) that imposed un-
precedented political-economic control on democratic 
countries by a politically irresponsible body - the Troika -, 
and revealed the existence of a North-South divide as well 
as evidence of a, to say the least, very fragile European sol-
idarity. The governance of the economic crisis gave great-
er prominence to the Council of the Union (the meeting 
of heads of state and governments), which managed the 
crisis by bypassing the European Parliament and turning 
the Commission into a highly qualified political secretariat 
(Chaves, 2017). Finally, the crisis management exacerbated 
the trend of the previous decade of increasing inequality 
and  growing weakness of welfare states. 

B) The 2015 so-called “Migration Crisis” has profoundly 
affected several areas of EU action, but also its values 
and self-perception. The arrival of just over a million ref-
ugees and migrants at our borders produced a major cri-
sis, the consequences of which have not disappeared. On 
the one hand, the disengagement of most European gov-
ernments from what was happening in countries such as 
Italy, Greece or Spain in relation to the arrival of migrants 
and its local and national impact highlighted the ineffec-
tiveness of the Dublin visa system. The Commission’s tim-
orous - to say the least - proposal to redistribute 170,000 
refugees among the 28 EU countries and the rejection of 
some Central and Eastern European countries (Poland, 
Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Austria) highlighted 
the lack of willingness to share a complex situation and 
seek solutions based on solidarity and common agree-
ment. But it also revealed the growing hostility of some 
countries towards the integration process and the (lack of ) 
capacities of the European Commission. The security and 
police solution to the crisis and the shameful agreement 
with Turkey3 put into question EU as a welcoming, tolerant 
and respectful of human rights space. In the sphere of the 
symbolic, Commission’s president Ursula von der Leyen’s 
first international trip was to Africa in an attempt to make 

3 From the beginning of the agreement, Turkey will receive 10 billion euros for acting as the EU’s border guard until 2024. In return, 
EU hands over the money and asks no questions. As for the EU’s regard for Erdogan, let us recall the famous “sofa incident” 
(7 April 2021) in which Ursula von Layer was relegated to a sofa while Erdogan and Charles Michel (EU President) sat on the 
protocol chairs at such meetings.

visible Europe’s interest in the continent and its future but, 
at least for the moment, this gesture has not been translat-
ed into concrete public policies.

C) A geopolitical crisis in several directions. The most ob-
vious is the shift of the economic and geopolitical center 
of gravity towards Asia. The emergence of China and India 
has substantially modified the global balance of forces and 
everything suggests that their importance will be great-
er in the coming decades. China in particular has already 
become the second largest power in terms of GDP, being 
overpassed only by the United States.

Europe is losing relevance in all indicators: GDP, trade, lead-
ing sectors, etc. (Stiglitz, 2021). On the other hand, Trump’s 
turbulent presidency showed a variant that was as unex-
pected as it was disturbing for the EU at the global level: 
the US mistreated its traditional allies, openly confronted 
China and sought for a new type of relationship with Rus-
sia. In this scenario, the EU played a completely subsidiary 
and minor role. The literature regarding European soft 
power and its status as an emerging champion in a world 
moving towards “soft” forms of interrelationships has been 
overtaken by reality.

D) The terrorism crisis. Europe has been hard hit by terror-
ism - mainly of the jihadist type - and, since 2015, a series 
of measures have been implemented in several directions: 
improving collaboration between police forces at the Euro-
pean level; improving the level of information on terrorist 
networks; preventing radicalisation at source; toughening 
criminal codes and increasing securitarian rhetoric; collab-
oration in military actions with the aim of liquidating the 
so-called “Islamic Caliphate” established in Syria and Iraq 
since 2014 (and defeated in 2019). Although the increase 
in terrorism is due to various causes, including Europe’s col-
laboration in the destabilisation of countries such as Libya 
and Syria, what has attracted attention within our societies 
has been the participation of European citizens, children of 
second- or third-generation immigrants, as suicide bomb-
ers in many cases. This has highlighted the failure of the 
integration policies pursued by European societies since 
the early 1960s and the need to redefine them. It has also 
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been an opportunity for far right-wing organisations and 
parties to focus on the “migration issue” from the perspec-
tive of fear and mistrust of a culturally different “other”. A 
good share of the debates on the European identity have 
revolved around this issue.

E) The Brexit crisis. The United Kingdom’s exit from the EU 
was a severe blow to the European project. Her Majesty’s 
subjects democratically decided to divorce from the EU 
marriage and attempt to move forward alone. The trigger-
ing of Article 50 TEU made it clear that this was a mech-
anism that was never thought to be used. Initially, Brexit 
was seen by far-right forces as an opportunity to break the 
integration process. But the truth is that the negotiation 
between the EU and the UK revealed several aspects that 
were not evident at the beginning of the process: the levels 
of economic interdependence between EU countries are 
very high and the economic and social interconnectedness 
makes it practically impossible to clearly ‘separate’ com-
petences and resources. Thus, it has become visible that 
separating has opportunity costs but also costs in terms of 
trust. On the other hand, the EU, led by Michel Barnier, has 
conducted a successful negotiation producing unexpected 
political results. A particularly striking one is the reconver-
sion of far right parties from organisations openly in favor 
of leaving the EU, see Rassemblement National in France, 
to calling for a “profound reform of the EU”. The meeting of 
the far right in France on 2 July 2021 is a milestone in this 
continental coordination on a strategy of change in rela-
tion to the EU. 4

F) The challenge of far-right forces. This is a fundamental 
challenge in terms of values and identity of the EU itself. As 
this policy brief goes to press, Slovenia takes over the rotat-
ing presidency of the European Council. At the inaugura-
tion ceremony, the President of the European Commission 
warns Slovenian President Janez Janša on the attacks on 
the rule of law and freedom of the press5. The start of the 
Slovenian presidency comes in the context of an EU offen-
sive against the Hungarian state6 for its homophobic laws, 

4 https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2021/07/03/l-extreme-droite-europeenne-signe-une-declaration-commune-
autour-d-orban-salvini-et-le-pen-mais-sans-s-unir-au-parlement_6086815_3210.html

5 https://elpais.com/internacional/2021-07-01/bruselas-exige-a-eslovenia-respeto-a-los-medios-de-comunicacion-en-el-arranque-
de-su-presidencia-de-la-ue.html

6 https://elpais.com/internacional/2021-07-08/el-parlamento-europeo-exige-la-retirada-de-fondos-a-hungria-como-castigo-a-sus-
leyes-homofobas.html

in particular the latest law that prevents, through fines and 
prison sentences, the discussion of non-heteronormative 
forms of sexual relations in the presence of minors. This 
means that only heteronormative sexual relations are con-
sidered “correct” and appropriate. But the challenge of the 
self-styled “illiberal democracies” goes beyond the fight 
against feminism or against what they call “gender ideol-
ogy” (Chaves, Pardo and De las Heras, 2021), proposing a 
non-liberal structuring of democratic institutions and a 
new social pact based on a homogeneous and excluding 
idea of nation, on an updated version of old family values 
and on a critique of the political mainstream, which in-
cludes traditional parties and organisations of the classical 
party systems (and this encompasses both the right and 
the left traditional parties). Considering this global ap-
proach, the challenge to the European Union is enormous: 
in terms of democratic identity, inclusive and tolerant soci-
ety, respect for diversity, ensuring space for civil and polit-
ical rights, etc.

All these crises have posed a real challenge to the EU pol-
icies. For the first time, we have not spoken of a “crisis” in 
the singular and limited in time, but rather of a “decade of 
crisis”, a formulation that speaks of bears a long, unfinished 
and multifaceted episode in time. Can we think that we are 
facing yet another crisis among those that have marked 
the history of integration since its origins? Our answer is 
“No”. This is a different crisis, with greater implications and 
consequences, and where key issues of the European in-
tegration process are affected (Brack and Gürkan, 2021). 
Moreover, the crisis has unleashed and sharpened pre-ex-
isting centrifugal tendencies to a hitherto unknown extent 
(Coman and Crespy, 2020).

The reasons for this special condition can be explained by 
a number of concurrent factors. First, its multidimensional 
nature. The different crises have affected different coun-
tries, regions, issues and public policies with different levels 
of integration: migration policy, economic policy, foreign 
and security policy, the EU’s borders, the relations between 
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institutions and their role in the institutional mechanism, 
etc.

Secondly, for the first time and simultaneously, key areas of 
the integration process have been affected: the common 
currency, the European identity, its values and its status as 
the umbrella for democracy and rights.

Third, the duration of the crisis is not a minor issue and 
should be highlighted. The fact that successive crises have 
been going on for a decade has put the EU and its resilience 
to the test. It can be said, however, that the EU has weath-
ered the situation reasonably well, even though these are 
processes that had costs and modified the  integration 
project itself, and some key elements of the foundational 
imaginary and rhetoric of integration: Europeanisation, 
democratisation, welfare, integration. In fact, this period 
has put additional stress on the different political actors 
and European elites, making it very difficult to avoid the 
“contagion effect”, i.e. the fact that the different crises mul-
tiply their effects on a cumulative and overlapping basis.

Fourth, the crises have forced the EU into the spotlight 
and, consequently, its decisions have acquired a more visi-
ble public dimension. The political nature of the European 
project, its liberal content and functionality vis-à-vis glo-
balisation, and its deregulatory impact have become more 
evident. As Tsoukalis notes: ‘In its most recent phase, Euro-
pean integration has become an integral part of the glo-
balisation process in an era of neoliberalism’ (2016: 54). This 
situation has affected the legitimacy of EU decision-mak-
ing process, mostly because the governance model the 
emerged from the economic crisis has increased the illeg-
ibility of the European integration model, its opacity and 
lack of control.

Fifthly, two myths about the process of European construc-
tion have been shattered, which feed back into the ma-
laise and disenchantment in certain countries and among 
social sectors that are less favoured in economic terms or 
in terms of cultural capital. On the one hand, statistical 
evidence shows that the process of European integration 
is not moving in the direction of a “Europe for all”, i.e. an 
inclusive and incremental process that would not leave no 
one behind and whose dynamics would be reinforced by 
the observation of real economic convergence between 
the EU countries (Stiglitz, 2021) (Marty and Ientile, 2021). 

Yet, economic divergences have grown between and with-
in countries, while inequality between the richest and least 
advantaged sectors has increased.

On the other hand, the various crises and the increased vis-
ibility of the EU and its political action have made it clearer 
that the integration process has winners and losers. The 
political malaise produced has generated two simultane-
ous and related effects: on the one hand, Eurobarometers 
report an increase in polarisation regarding the evolution 
of public opinion, but also a growing nuanced and com-
plex opinion regarding EU activity, with respondents ap-
proving a greater commitment of the Union in some public 
policies but not in others, or combining a critical opinion 
regarding some general issues together with explicit de-
mands for greater EU commitment in some areas (Moland, 
2021) (Van Ingelgom, 2012) (European Parliament Euroba-
rometer, 2021).

The second effect has to do with a malaise expressed at the 
ballot box and represented by the growing share of votes 
on far right parties. This vote highlights the rejection of the 
consequences of decades of liberalisation and privatisa-
tion, with the EU appearing as a driving force and protag-
onist in this process. Some authors (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018) 
interpret the revolt as a response to the processes of pri-
vatisation and liberalisation of “places that do not matter” 
and not of “people that do not matter”, valuing the impact 
of the industrial decline and associated way of living of the 
populations. It is the sum of industrial decline, low levels of 
education and the lack of employment and opportunities 
at the local level that would explain this intense malaise in 
our societies , which is felt both by the middle classes and 
popular sectors. The novelty, and the surprise, is that the 
social response has come from the ballot paper; it has been 
the rebellion in and from the ballot box that has made the 
unrest visible.

The loss of significance and the loss of the sense of com-
munity produced by neoliberalism should also be given a 
role, and this also helps to explain the return of proposals 
linked to the resurgence of the ideia of a “meaningful life” 
associated to a homogenous concept of nation and a vin-
dication of the heteronormative family and its traditionally 
associated values (Rodriguez Palop, 2019).

Conference on the Future of Europe: A Futile Exercise or an Opportunity for the Radical Left? 7



In short, the decade-long crisis that began in 2008 and 
has been compounded by the Coronavirus crisis in 2020 
has globally affected the EU. The crisis as a whole has af-
fected all countries and regions (to a greater or lesser ex-
tent), politicised the EU’s action highlighting the high de-
cision-making capacity of the EU’s political system, while 
simultaneously making it unintelligible, complex and po-
litically unaccountable; it has impacted all the EU’s policies, 
including the euro, highlighting the difficulties of the in-
stitutional system to respond democratically, legitimately 
and swiftly to the requirements of the various crisis pro-
cesses; the crises have aggravated some of the EU’s cen-
tripetal tendencies and consolidated two distinct axes of 
confrontation: North-South and East-West; the Corona-
virus crisis has had a paradoxical effect in relation to the 
articulation of the national and the supranational: on the 
one hand it has reinvigorated the role and legitimacy of 
national states; on the other, it has made it evident that 
without the European Union the management and exit of 

7  https://ec.europa.eu/info/future-europe/white-paper-future-europe_es

the crisis would be much more complicated and, for some 
countries, probably impossible; finally, and despite the sit-
uations produced during these years of crisis, the EU has 
shown remarkable resilience and survival, which must be 
taken into consideration.

In any case, the Conference on the Future of Europe takes 
place in a context, that Stiglitz (2021: 3) defines as “small 
political reforms do not solve problems”. This idea of a 
profound need for reform seems to be the most obvious 
conclusion of the severity of the poly-crisis situation in the 
European Union. However one phrases it, the EU needs at 
least two things: first, it cannot settle into inaction, busi-
ness as usual. Given the nature, simultaneity, complexity 
and comprehensiveness of the different crises, business as 
usual is not an option. Secondly, the EU needs to under-
take a period of significant change if it is to respond to the 
challenges it faces and become a project at the service of 
the majorities. 

The need for profound reforms and the end of the old model 
of integration
The awareness and need for changes became particularly 
evident after Brexit. For the first time in its history, EU faced 
a member state withdrawal process when recovering from 
the other crises that questioned and challenged it. At the 
Bratislava European Council (September 2016), the Heads 
of state and government were working together to offer 
an attractive and exciting project to all European citizens. 
In its declaration, the Council stated: ‘In Bratislava we com-
mitted ourselves to offer our citizens in the coming months 
a vision of an attractive EU that can inspire their trust and 
win their support’ (EU Council, 2016).

The proposal was oriented towards favouring concrete 
political action in an effort to regain the legitimacy that 
seemed to have worked so well for decades. Thus, the 
Council aimed to prioritise public policies in the areas of 
immigration, internal and external security, economic and 
social development with a special focus on young people, 
and single market and trade policy.

For its part, the European Commission responded to this 
desire for reform by launching a roadmap with the publi-
cation of a White Paper on the future of Europe and several 
discussion papers7 aimed at debating the main issues on 
the European agenda. These discussion papers addressed 
issues such as the social dimension, the deepening of EMU, 
the future of European finances, globalisation and Europe-
an defense.

The White Paper (European Commission, 2017: 6) echoed 
the doubts on the integration project: “many Europeans 
feel that the Union is too distant or interferes too much 
in their daily lives. Others doubt its added value and won-
der how Europe improves their standard of living. For too 
many people, the EU failed to live up to their expectations 
as it faced the worst financial, economic and social crisis 
in its history since the post-war period”. And it pointed to 
the real risk that, for the first time since World War II, ‘...the 
current generation of young adults will end up with worse 
living conditions than their parents’ (2017:9).
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In the Chapter of Intentions, the then President of the Eu-
ropean Commission, Claude Juncker, proposed ambitious 
intentions for the new phase that was opening up: “This 
White Paper is the European Commission’s contribution 
to this new chapter of the European project. We want to 
launch a process in which Europe decides its own path. We 
want to define the challenges and opportunities ahead 
and set out the options available to us to respond collec-
tively” (2017:3).

In proposal terms, the paper put five possible scenarios on 
the table, ranging from business as usual to higher degrees 
of integration.

The roadmap designed gave particular importance to so-
cial Europe, with a summit on the subject to be held in 
Gothenburg (Sweden) in 2018 and ending with the Euro-
pean elections in 2019. For the Commission, this was en-
visioned as a moment of reflection and debate oriented 
towards the political elites and the European institutions 
themselves. A classic example of an attempt to shape the 
political agenda at a moment when rising concerns about 
the future of the European project were evident.

The White Paper and the Reflection Papers had little im-
pact and no political effect. The “centrality” of social pol-

icy sought through the Gothenburg summit has not giv-
en rise to any new dynamics and, in fact, the pressure on 
welfare states went on being exerted in terms of “reforms 
and modernisation”, i.e., a decrease in public spending, es-
pecially pensions, unemployment, education and health 
systems. Moreover, the incorporation of social indicators in 
the European Semester has accentuated the subordination 
of social policy to the imperatives of competitiveness and 
fiscal discipline (Crespy, 2020: 205).

Naturally, the prospect of the White Paper and the Reflec-
tion Papers opening a broad debate in European society 
did not occur, and reform ambitions were abandoned with 
the end of the last term.

This failure highlighted the exhaustion of the top-down 
model of European integration that has been, and contin-
ues to be, the dominant model to date. The coalition of Eu-
ropean and national elites in a depoliticised process, rela-
tively untouched by the citizenry, has exhausted its driving 
force for quite sometime now, and this White Paper, and 
its silent exit from the public arena, is a sound example of 
this fact. By the beginning of the current term in 2019, the 
assertion that things simply could not go on as they had 
been in the integration process was self-evident.

Conclusions

In this paper, we have attempted to connect the past 
and current situation of the European Union and its con-
sequences, with the expectations and functioning of the 
Conference on the Future of Europe, in order to assess the 
correspondence between ambitions and possibilities. We 
intend that this diagnosis can be used to assess the situa-
tion of the EU and its reform needs, so we can have a more 
global and complex view on the needs, realities and expec-
tations relative to the current demands from the EU and 
what the Conference is actually in a position to deliver.

Our diagnosis is that the decade of crisis that began with 
the financial collapse and is still goes on with the aftermath 
of the Coronavirus pandemic (and we do not know if it will 
be the last) is unparalleled in the history of the integration 

process and must be assessed as an exceptional event with 
important implications at all levels.

We have seen how the consequences of this poly-crisis 
have affected the institutions, their relationship, the legiti-
macy of the EU’s action as political system, and not only EU 
main policies, but also its values and principles.

The political and economic governance of this turbulent 
period has revealed the malfunctioning of the institutional 
structure in terms of efficiency, capacity to manage unfore-
seen situations and the illegitimacy of the process for the 
majority of citizens. At the same time, this has been a pe-
riod of increasing politicisation of the integration process. 
The increased visibility of the EU, for example in the con-
text of the management of the 2008 crisis, has raised enor-
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mous concerns about its democratic and legitimacy defi-
cits and, importantly, about the neoliberal orientation of its 
main policies and the pressure on welfare states to reduce 
their provisions and services (Baier, 2021). Moreover, citi-
zens have seen the inexplicable growth of social inequali-
ties and the deterioration of regions and cities, leading to a 
growing sense of abandonment and, regarding the EU, of 
experiencing a integration process whose benefits are only 
at the reach of a privileged minority of people.

Austerity policies and rhetoric are ill-suited to a reality of 
deteriorating welfare states, growing inequality within 
societies and growing economic differentiation between 
countries.

On the other hand, the pandemic crisis has shattered 
the straitjacket of austerity policies and the Stability and 
Growth Pact. It has also revealed the inadequacy of an EU 
budget that barely reaches 1% of the region’s GDP. And it 
is forcing us to rethink the relationship between the state 
and the supranational structure: without the EU the situa-
tion caused by the pandemic would have been even worse, 
but without the national states the management of the 
health and social crisis would have been impossible.

Although EU’s resilience has been greater than probably 
expected, the damage caused to its architecture raises the 
need for major structural reform. It seems clear that the 
questions raised by this endless period of crisis require 
comprehensive responses and reforms that affect the 
whole building. The increasingly widespread basic con-
sensus is that “business as usual” is no longer possible and, 
therefore, it is necessary to undertake in-depth reforms, 
taking into account that the logic of small reforms and the 
search for “in extremis” solutions puts the integration pro-
cess, at least as we know it, at risk.

This is an important aspect to retain: we are living in what 
has been called a “Machiavellian momentum” (Magnette, 
2019), a historical situation in which the political system 
cannot continue to operate in the same way and requires 
major changes. In this sense, the situation, not only and 
not so much the Conference itself, is an opportunity for the 
radical left.

The last White Paper on the future of Europe, proposed in 
2017 by the European Commission, showed the exhaus-

tion of the model of debate and reform privileged by the 
European and national political and economic elites in 
relation to the EU: intergovernmental negotiations, pacts 
beyond the reach and monitoring of the citizens, disregard 
for national parliaments, etc. The elitist and depoliticised 
logic that has been dominant in the process of European 
construction has now become a problem for the integra-
tion process itself.

At this stage, the idea of a citizens’ conference organised 
top-down and with a real will to facilitate the participation 
of the populations of European countries and an active lis-
tening attitude on the side of the institutions, sounded like 
a promising proposal. However, statements and prospects 
are far from being matched by a Conference that could 
meet these expectations.

The considerable differences between the various institu-
tions show that Parliament, Council and Commission do 
not expect the same thing from the Conference. For the 
Council, and partly also for the Commission, the public 
debate is instrumental and constrained: it must serve to 
legitimise what already exists, it must stick to the strate-
gic perspectives already designed by the institutions and, 
finally, any reform proposals must be in line with the prin-
ciples of subsidiarity and proportionality, and cannot affect 
the Treaties. The Parliament offered an aspiration more in 
line with reform needs, proposing a bottom-up, inclusive 
model without any constraints on reform proposals. As we 
saw previously, the idea that this process could lead to a 
change in the Treaties was openly expressed in the initial 
proposal that Macron formulated in 2019.

The way in which the Conference has eventually been or-
ganised is closer to the expectations of the Council and the 
Commission than to those proposed by the Parliament. 
And although deliberative processes are open processes - 
in the sense that it is known how they begin but it is not 
possible to determine their end -, conditions for pushing 
to the limits the development of the Conference to the 
possibilities envisaged in the Joint Declaration of the three 
institutions do not seem to exist.

Finally, it seems that we will be, in the best case scenario, 
faced with an exercise of opinion in which the European 
institutions - particularly the Council - make a mild and not 
very precise commitment.
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The truth is that if reduced to an exercise in opinion, the 
Conference is a rather repetitive and unnecessary event. 
The opinion of European citizens on the integration pro-
cess in general and on more specific policies is sufficiently 
well known through Eurobarometer, in the first place, and 
through many other experiences of (limited) participation 
of European civil society on different issues. The problem 
is not so much not knowing what citizens think, but rath-
er the political will to implement these demands and a 
roadmap to make them possible. 

It could be that the Conference would give rise to a novel 
“political event”, namely in massively mobilising citizens in 
favor of a strategy for reform of the EU. We envisage sig-
nificant participation in the Conference and a demand for 
reform from the Heads of state and government. But we 
believe that the conditions for such a mobilisation are not 
in place. On the one hand, European affairs continue to be 
seen as complex and distant by a large part of the public 
and, consequently, arouse little enthusiasm and interest. 
On the other hand, no such European space has been cre-
ated to single out the debate on EU affairs. Political debates 
remain anchored at the national level, both in discursive 
and symbolic terms, so that the “EU agenda” is inserted into 
national conflicts, subordinated to the specific debates of 
national agendas.

At this point, it might seem reasonable to consider the 
Conference dead before it has even been born. But an ap-
proach that articulates the “Machiavellian momentum” re-
ferred to above with the opportunities that the Conference 
offers seems more productive.

There are options for the radical left to use this space to de-
bate its own positions in relation to this moment, to use this 
resource as a moment to make bold proposals for change 
and reform of the integration process. By focusing on the 
moment rather than on the Conference itself, the radical 
left could put forward the idea of a Constituent Conven-
tion following the Conference, and include proposals and 
considerations that go beyond the narrow frameworks in 
which the Council and the Commission want to keep the 
Conference.
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