CfF Meet & Greet with Marlène
Siméon: Outcomes
On the 27th of April, ECOLISE members had the opportunity to exchange with Marlène
Siméon, director of operations at the Council of European Municipalities and Regions
(CEMR). CEMR is the oldest and broadest European association of local and regional
governments. It has 60 member associations: 100 000 local governments representing 41
countries. It is the only organisation that brings together the national associations of local
and regional governments. More about CEMR achievements here. During the exchange,
ECOLISE members learned about the role and position of CEMR on long-term rural vision;
ways to influence EU policymakers and how to best engage with municipalities and benefit
from EU funding.

Role and position of CEMR
CEMR works towards two objectives. The first one is to influence EU legislation that impacts
on local and regional development. The second is to inspire its members to improve their
public policy. To achieve these two objectives, CEMR engages at various levels with EU,
international and local multiple actors. Through its peer to peer work and knowledge
exchange among its members it has empowered municipalities to develop cooperation with
other regions both inside and outside the EU. These exchanges have enabled them to
develop interesting approaches but also to build stronger capacity among their civil servants.
CEMR has been a strong advocate for cooperation and inclusion of municipalities and
regions in developing and managing EU policies and funding programmes, arguing that
municipalities are both directly affected by such policies and are also the ones implementing
them. CEMR deals with a variety of municipalities and regions: small and large, urban and
rural. This diversity provides CEMR with the unique ability to provide credible and accurate
information about the difficulties that municipalities and regions are facing and at the same
time to promote the work and local solutions that have been successful in supporting and
centering citizens' engagement.
Their expertise and constant link with what is happening on the ground have led them to
push for a new narrative regarding the EU long-term rural vision. For CEMR, rural reality is
not just about agriculture but about places where different generations can be found. Which
means that investment in public services must be integrated and be geared towards the
provision of better transportation systems, more mobility alternatives and infrastructure for
digitalisation. However, EU procedures have been known to create barriers to access to EU
funds especially for smaller municipalities. Hence, just like for the EU Farm to Fork strategy,

they are asking for diversification in rural areas and services and access to different EU
funds within the municipalities. The discussion went on to the ways in which CEMR
influences European policymakers.

Ways to influence EU policymakers.
In 1994 CEMR pushed for the creation of the European Committee of regions, the voice of
regions and cities in the EU. It represents local and regional authorities across the European
Union and advises on new laws that have an impact on regions and cities (around 60% of all
EU legislation). Most recently the instauration of the partnership agreement with the
European Commission directorate general in charge of migration have helped to bring into
such discussion the role of regions in the integration and welcoming of migrants within their
constituencies. In addition, CEMR has pushed for the 2030 agenda and the implementation
of the SDGs within the EU policy framework. Such tools help them to build alliances and
find actors that agree that municipalities and regions are impacted and have a role to play in
the EU legislative process. This dialogue must be constant, as positions within the EC
changes every 3 years, so it is important to continuously build relationships. When it comes
to their lobbying approach, CEMR uses more of a positive lobbying which consists in
demanding changes which match the realities on the local and regional level.
Other opportunities to influence EU policy are in the shaping of big gatherings. Often
enough, the European Commission is looking towards civil societies, NGOs and other actors
to help them put together various summits and structured dialogues, by taking part within the
planning committees of those gatherings, organisations can shape the agenda, push for
what should be discussed. Those gatherings should serve as opportunities to have contacts
and information which then lead later to bilateral meetings for further exchange. ECOLISE,
like CEMR, collaborates with ENRD and so when it comes to the future of rural areas, that is
where the information gathering, shaping and building of contacts can be done.
Over the next year, the EU will be launching an EU-wide conversation on the Future of
Europe. This Conference on the Future of Europe is an opportunity to exchange and to bring
attention to what is happening locally. This is the chance to bring the local to the EU and
vise-versa, so contacting the EC at all levels is very much encouraged. One thing to always
remember is that the EC is a public service and so it is obliged to respond to any question
which they receive from citizens, organisations, local representatives and groups. The
Conference of the Future of Europe is really an occasion to start reaching out to your MEPs.
Often the barrier to influencing or dialogue with the Institutions is created by the fear of the
balance of power, whether as citizens we have as much influence as multinationals?
ECOLISE members heard that, while it is true that multinationals have more resources, it

does not necessarily mean that they have more ability to influence. What is important is to
understand how the EU works and impacts at different levels and so if you wish to influence
the EU, you must lobby at different levels. By pushing for multi-level governance by
reaffirming the different level of competences then it is essential that CLIs and networks like
ECOLISE work at different levels and remember that at the end of the day, Members States
have a lot of power, so it is very important to coordinate lobbying at EU and national level.

How to best engage with municipalities?
One level of governance in which ECOLISE members have engaged is at the municipality
level. During the exchange members were able to share their experience in engaging with
municipalities but also hear the advice of Marlène Siméon on how to engage more and
better. As mentioned before, the role of CEMR is to inspire their members to work
empowering their citizens, to engage more with youth and to tackle at their level climate and
environmental change, circular economy, energy efficiency, renovation of buildings, transport
and mobility, gender equality, migration. Therefore CEMR has encouraged its members to
engage with local stakeholders. By pushing for the integration of the 2030 agenda and the
SDGs within EU but also their members as this can really put policy into practice. Members
acknowledge that there has been a move by municipalities to engage more with
community-led initiatives. However they also see a disparity between the municipalities in
terms of implementation and willingness to integrate community based solutions; that it
works better when the municipalities have already decided to take those steps.
When it comes to engaging with municipalities, they agreed that engagement with smaller
municipalities can sometimes be easier than the bigger ones. The other elements which
make it easier to engage is to ensure that the solutions/projects or ideas put forward to
municipalities consider their planning and budget. By this we mean that if the
recommendations fit within the planning and the operational programming of those
municipalities, community-led engagement and access to finance and support from
municipalities will be successful. This approach can help engage and cooperate with
municipalities who do not have sustainability on their radar or lack long-term vision. For
those municipalities who do have this vision it can reinforce cooperation, ensuring that the
perspective and solutions from community-led initiatives are integrated into their planning.

To conclude Marlène Siméon left our members with 3 key messages of advice:
⮚ Dare to contact people at different levels and knock-on doors. After some time it
becomes a habit and creates a culture of collaboration.
⮚ Bring your own expertise by linking your projects and recommendations with the
plans that are being produced (ie how does your project respond to the objectives
of operational and regional development plans).
⮚ Understand: What is the person aiming for? What is their vision for the region?
What are their constraints? How can community-led initiatives help their plans be
achieved?

For more information on:
⮚ The Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR)
⮚ Communities For Future
⮚ European Committee of Region

