
Open letter to the Presidents of the EU Institutions

on the UN-designated International Day of Democracy

SUBJECT: The right to vote in all Member States, for all EU citizens

Dear Mr. Charles Michel, President of the European Council, Ms. Ursula von der Leyen, President of
the European Commission, and Mr. David Sassoli, President of the European Parliament,

We are a team of Erasmus students and young people campaigning for ‘Voters without Borders’, a
European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) demanding full political rights for the 13.3 million EU citizens living
and working in other EU Member States . We are supported by the ECIT Foundation, a1

Brussels-based organisation dedicated to the topic of European citizenship. Our aim is to achieve a
truly democratic Union, founded on genuine universal suffrage, and to redirect European politics
away nationalistic tendencies and toward a European-wide focus on tackling the challenges of
climate change and our recovery from the pandemic.

We are writing to you today on the occasion of the United Nations-designated International Day of
Democracy which takes place on September 15th. This UN celebration is a reminder that we should
never take our political freedoms for granted, nor should we believe that our democratic rights are
already ‘complete’ within the EU. Indeed, this year’s edition of the V-Dem Institute’s annual report2

on the state of global democracy finds that the democratic freedoms enjoyed by the average global
citizen is back to the same level as 1990, such has been the drift towards authoritarian politics and
away from liberal democracy. Countries within the European Union itself are not immune to this
regression in democratic standards. We therefore welcome the Democracy Action Plan and the
Conference on the Future of Europe, which will hopefully lead to reforms in the way democracy is
being carried out across Europe. However, we appeal to you to give these initiatives far more
prominence.

We have three demands:

● Defend universal suffrage as a European value:

As our historical timeline for voting rights shows, it was within Europe that the struggle for the right3

to vote first emerged and has spread progressively to all sectors of the population, regardless of
socio-economic status or gender. However, obstacles to universal suffrage remain today: it will only
be achieved when the right to vote is recognised regardless of place of residence of EU citizens. This
is surely a principle that goes to the heart of everything the EU stands for. It is a stain on European
democracy that EU citizens from Cyprus, Denmark, Ireland, Malta and Germany - who have practiced
their right to freedom of movement - cannot vote in national elections in their country of origin and
have essentially become disenfranchised. The Commission has recognised this disenfranchisement,
most recently in its 2020 Citizenship Report, but has failed to do anything more than make
recommendations. Together with the ECIT Foundation, we have lodged a formal complaint
requesting the Commission to start infringement procedures against the 5 Member States
mentioned above for a violation of EU citizenship, freedom of movement and principles of

3 The timeline can be found here.

2 The V-Dem report measures democracy for 202 countries; the findings show another year of decline for
liberal democracy in 2020 (see the full report here).

1 See our website here.

https://voterswithoutborders.eu/timeline/
https://www.v-dem.net/files/25/DR%202021.pdf
https://voterswithoutborders.eu/homepage/


non-discrimination . It is equally unacceptable that some EU citizens living outside the EU can vote in4

European Parliament elections whereas others cannot. Nevertheless, it is possible to put this right.
Disenfranchisement is not a minority issue, because a violation of the principle of universal suffrage
devalues all our votes.

● Make it possible for EU citizens to have the choice to vote and stand in all elections in their
country of residence and in their country of origin:

This is the aim of our ECI. As of today, this choice is only possible for participation in local and
European elections, but the legislation is not fit for purpose and is working the least well of all EU
laws governing freedom of movement. It is estimated that in the 2019 European elections, only 10%
of EU citizens voted in their country of residence and 20% in their country of origin . The Commission5

has recognised the need for reform and should come forward now with proposed legislative changes.
We have suggested reforms to remove barriers to cross-border voting, such as setting up a help desk
and extending the right to vote from local to regional elections . Surely European citizens must now6

be considered not just as taxpayers but also as an important part of the landscape of our European
cities. As long as EU citizens can participate only in second-order elections and not in the national
elections which really count and determine the future of the EU, they are still made to feel like
foreigners where they live.

● Make sure that voting rights reforms are always considered alongside other reforms to
democracy:

All too often, citizens and policy makers assume that universal suffrage has already been
‘accomplished’, and leave out of the equation those who are disenfranchised or unable to vote in the
first place, particularly because changing electoral laws and practices always raises difficult
constitutional and practical questions. Yet bringing political rights up-to-date with freedom of
movement within the EU and migration to the rest of the world is essential to support other reforms
to strengthen European democracy. If EU citizens had full political rights in their country of residence,
the European dimension would stand a chance of being taken into account in the national discourse.
Removing the barriers and modernising electoral practices to make cross-border voting easier are a
necessary counterpart to more top-down reforms being proposed, such as the introduction of a
European constituency or transnational party lists for elections to the European Parliament.

Finally, we would like to highlight that whilst reforms are necessary, the EU nevertheless should
celebrate its achievements and can point a way forward for other regions in the world struggling to
bring democracy up-to-date with globalisation.

Yours sincerely,

The Voters without Borders team Tony Venables, Founder of the ECIT Foundation

6 To this purpose, the ECIT Foundation has created a draft statute of 30 articles on European citizenship. It
intends to bring European rights together to make European citizenship clearer, but it also proposes reforms of
existing rights and new European rights. It can be found here.

5 Yet the 2019 European elections saw an increase in general turnout. For more findings on statistics on
freedom of movement, personal cases of disenfranchisement and opinion polls, see our 35-page advocacy
paper here.

4 The complaint can be found here.

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1YpKMr0DqFkKKCQrCwz_yOlRdEVO2pOeX
https://voterswithoutborders.eu/advocacy-paper/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1sQmiQSI-MEU3GutKJP5lSOp501YFyd2V/view

