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CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY. 

 

Dear Excellencies, Dear Secretary-General, 
 
I am pleased to open this conference we are co-organising with International IDEA, and I am 
glad to welcome you to the house of cities and regions' representatives, the European 
Committee of the Regions.  
 
Today we celebrate democracy.  
 
This year, we are also celebrating the 25th anniversary of the European Committee of the 
Regions and the Congress of the Council of Europe. 25 years ago cohesion policy became 
increasingly more important and a major pillar of the EU budget.  
 
With the geopolitical changes – which started in 1989, from the reunification of Germany to the 
enlargement of the Union which welcomed central and Eastern countries – cohesion policy 
became a cornerstone of the reunification of Europe.  
 
Twenty-five years later, we are still fighting to protect cohesion policy. Without cohesion, there 
is no union. It is quite simply the DNA of our continent.  
 
The European Committee of the Regions believes that a healthy democracy cannot exist 
without citizens' active participation, without well-functioning local and regional authorities, and 
without efficient relations between the different levels of government.  
 
For instance, we have to acknowledge that many Central and Eastern Europe mayors and 
regional leaders used the European narrative to defend fundamental European values in the 
process of building their new democratic states.  
 
It was in this context that East-Central Europe regional and local representatives began 
working with our Committee, and I believe our partnership has helped them in their journey to 
full EU membership. 
 
The consolidation of the democratisation process helped local leaders to emerge as actors of 
change.  
 
One of the first reforms carried out in Ukraine's recent history, for example, was 
decentralisation.  
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One of the first steps in reforming Poland in 1990 was the replacement of nationally nominated 
councils by elected city councils. 
 
One of those local actors involved in changing Poland was Paweł Adamowicz, Mayor of 
Gdansk and a member of our Committee, whose fight for democracy and tolerance cost him 
his life.  
Our Committee's foyer on the 5th Floor has been named in his honour. Paweł's legacy reminds 
all of us the importance of our values, democracy, tolerance and solidarity. From anti-regime 
activists, Paweł and his colleagues became local leaders.  
 
After the events of 1989, they first discussed issues such as the quality of drinking water, free 
market, locally-owned companies managing services in urban areas, turning from "activists" to 
citizens, responsible for their own localities. "Local politicians" played a transformative role in 
the making of new democracies. 
 
Over the last decade, this freedom and vision have unfortunately been jeopardised: hate 
speech, misinformation, populism, fear and opposition to social integration, have emerged 
alongside radical nationalism.  
 
Economic crises, as well as growing inequalities and a decline of the feeling of security, has 
increasingly led to building new walls and barriers. This opened the door to intolerance and 
has resulted in weakening democracy and the rule of law.  
 
One can ask whether the transition to democracy has kept its promises.  
When I read that around 60% of Ukrainians, Poles and Lithuanians believe children in their 
country will be better off than their parents, the answer is yes.  
 
But when I look at the frustration expressed through recent elections, whether it be through the 
raise of extremism or the fall in turnout, worries prevail. 
 
Over the last 30 years, local and regional authorities have significantly contributed to delivering 
solutions on the ground in order to face societal challenges, and gain trust.  
 
Furthermore, when civil society has been involved in co-creating solutions by means of 
structured consultation and participation led by local authorities, democracy was perceived as 
vibrant. 
 
A functioning democracy is a democracy that is inclusive, where constitutional balances and 
prerogatives are respected and checked in the light of the rule of law. Democracy is functioning 
when it represents and delivers on the ground.  
 
In Brussels, we define this concept as "active subsidiarity", which could be translated into a 
less academic message: more proximity between the EU and its citizens thanks to local and 
regional authorities working for a better legislation.  
 
The debate on the future of Europe must include tools to directly involve citizens, and 
instruments to facilitate debates over European laws and policies, in order to increase quality 
of EU decisions and meet the expectations found at the local level.  
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Dear colleagues, the state of democracy cannot be analysed only through the turnout at the 
latest elections. The overall turnout at the recent European Parliament elections was a mere 
50% due to a lack of trust or dissatisfaction with politics. The Rule of law and democracy need 
to be constantly fought for. Democratisation is a never-ending process.  
 
If empowered, self-governance has shown to be key not only in making the voice of citizens 
better heard at national or European level, but also in transposing polices into actions, 
improving transparency and quality of our democratic tools. This is a complex, lively and fragile 
process that needs to be fed daily if it is to prosper. 
 
Local and regional authorities were, and still are, at the forefront in promoting  and rebuilding 
trust, in the East and West. They react to the evolving needs of our society, and they are 
necessary when implementing new policies to tackle new challenges.  
 
This is particularly evident with migration and demographic changes, as well as with the 
urgency to define pathways towards climate neutrality. 
 
 
Dear colleagues, whilst talking about the role of local authorities within the Eastern Partnership. 
Paweł Adamowicz once said,: "If I were to advise the EU on how to advance co-operation with 
partners in the East, I would recommend getting more local actors in. Mayors are involved in 
the process of building their communities and creating civil roots for them: they are local 
leaders who are champions of change".  
 
I wish you fruitful work and thank you for your attention. 
 

* * * 


