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In the first event held under 
the responsibility of the new 
IIEA Brussels Branch com-
mittee, the ‘new’ Irish mem-
bers of the European Parlia-
ment - Nessa Childers MEP, 
Pat ‘the Cope’ Gallagher 
MEP, Joe Higgins MEP, 
Alan Kelly MEP and Sean 
Kelly MEP - reflected on 
the implications of the Irish 
referendum vote of 2 Octo-
ber for Ireland and Europe. 
Not surprisingly, The Cen-
tre, which kindly hosted the 
event, was packed to the 
rafters, with standing room 
only for the later arrivals. 
Distinguished members of 
the audience included Pat 
Cox, former President of the 
European Parliament and a 
leading member of the yes 
campaign in Ireland, and 
Professor Nikiforos Dia-
mandouros, the European 
Ombudsman.   
 
As the event was held only a 
few days after the referen-
dum, the mood of most 
MEPs was euphoric. Most 
speakers commented on the 

positive aspects of the 
referendum: it went some 
way towards curing the 
‘information deficit’ in 
Ireland as regards how the 
EU works. As such, the 
referendum made the EU 
more understandable and 
relevant to the Irish peo-
ple. Of course, not all 
comments were positive. 
For some, namely Joe 
Higgins MEP, the refer-
endum was "not a vindi-
cation but a denigration 
of Irish democracy". 
However, even in this 
context, the shared aim of 
the MEPs for the future is 
to ensure that policies and 
powers at EU level are 
"owned" by the people. 
 
The questions from the 
audience touched on what 
should be the ideal attrib-
utes for the new Euro-
pean Council president, 
on the social divide within 
Ireland which was re-
flected in a greater num-
ber of affluent voters 
voting yes compared to 

less affluent voters, on the 
advantages and disadvan-
tages of retaining a Com-
missioner for every mem-
ber state and on whether 
referenda are an appropri-
ate means of deciding on 
issues as complex as the 
Lisbon Treaty.   
 
In concluding remarks the 
European Ombudsman, 
Professor Nikiforos Dia-
mandouros, commented 
that referenda constitute a 
particularly complex in-
strument through which 
modern democracies de-
termine public policy. 
Their usefulness, as 
mechanisms of democ-
ratic legitimacy, varies 
greatly from state to state, 
depending on their legal, 
constitutional and politi-
cal culture. 
 
The IIEA Brussels thanks     
the Centre for hosting the 
event. Their support is 
very much appreciated. 



Communicating Europe: lessons from the Referendum 

On Tuesday 17 November 
Commission Vice-President 
Margot Wallström and Olivia 
Buckley, the Director of the 
Yes to Lisbon campaign 
group We Belong, spoke to 
the IIEA Brussels branch on 
the subject "Communicating 
Europe: lessons (to be) learnt from 
the Irish Referendum”. The event 
was very well-attended. In-
deed, we were delighted to see 
many new faces in the audi-
ence. 
 
The IIEA event of October 6, 
in which Ireland's five new 
MEPs gave their views on the 
subject of "Ireland and Europe 
in the aftermath of the Lisbon 
Referendum", allowed IIEA 
members to gauge the imme-
diate impact of the October 2 
referendum result. The debate 
with Margot Wallström and 
Olivia Buckley allowed mem-
bers to reflect further on the 
lessons learnt, or to be learnt, 
from the Irish referendum. 
 
Margot Wallström, as Com-
missioner responsible for 
Communication Strategies 
and Institutional Relations 

including the Lisbon Treaty, 
gave her views on why com-
municating Europe to citi-
zens was vital. She noted 
that democracy needs open-
ness and transparency: the 
right to know is often just as 
important to democracy as 
the right to vote. She also 
stressed that we have to 
communicate with people in 
understandable terms: we 
need to explain what we do 
and why. 
 
Olivia Buckley gave a fasci-
nating account of the We 
Belong Lisbon campaign. 
She stressed the importance 
of making the Yes cam-
paign's message easy to un-
derstand, to engage with the 
key audiences (under 35s 
and women) and to make 
people feel respected. She 
underlined the importance 
of peer-to-peer communica-
tions in the campaign. In 
this respect, We Belong 
used ordinary people on 
their billboards—faces who 
the public could relate to. 
The public figures they did 
use (Giovanni Trapattoni, 

Jack O' Shea, Robbie Keane 
…) were chosen in order not 
to be seen as threatening by 
the public. She stressed the 
role of local radio. Her per-
ception was that the internet 
played a lesser role than We 
Belong had predicted it 
would. 
 
The audience, which found 
the debate to be extremely 
interesting, posed numerous 
questions to the panel. Olivia 
Buckley was asked to give her 
views on the difficulties of 
getting key issues into the 
tabloids, where the competi-
tion for space was intense, 
and whether the euro sceptic 
UK tabloid press had played a 
role in the second Lisbon 
campaign. Many members 
were already looking to the 
future; Una O' Dwyer asked 
was there a way we could 
continue to harness the en-
ergy of the Yes campaign in 
order to meet future chal-
lenges. 
 
Members and speakers con-
tinued to  discuss the issues 
during the wine reception. 
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