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Europe complains about the distance between the EU Institutions and
European citizens. All Europe? No! The “Newropeans” take up the
job to turn the EU upside down. In 2009, they intend to present lists in
all EU-member states.

Crazy for Europe

By Daniela Schwarzer

The European Revolution starts in Paris, not far away from the famous “Bastille”. Its ringleader is
Franck Biancheri, a Frenchman from the South of France with Italian ascendants, who has
dedicated his life to Europe. With a group of carefully selected people, he is setting up
Newropeans, the first trans-European citizen movement, with the intention to turn the EU upside
down.

In the 2009 European election, Newropeans plans to present lists in all EU-member countries
with the main objective to serve as a catalyst for Europe’s democratization process. The motto of
the movement’s leader is that “Power is taken, not given!”. If European citizens want to have a
word to say, they must organize themselves in order to compel national and EU bureaucrats to
share the European power.” As early as 1998, Biancheri described what could result from
economical and social uncertainty, from the extension of the EU eastwards, from the introduction
of the common currency, and from the loss of credibility of the EU-system: a strengthening of
populist trends in 2009 which would in the end ruin the very basis of the European idea.

For years, Biancheri has been working on suggestions how to govern democratically the EU —
with 500 million people and such diversity — and how to make Europe everyone’s business — a
task which is particularly up-to-date since the failure of the adoption of the Constitutional Treaty.
Is Biancheri one out of a few remaining European visionaries whom the EU needs so desperately
at this moment? Or is he a dreamer, who widely overestimates citizens” motivation for Europe?

20 years of social engagement beyond trodden paths have lent him a good share of confidence
that much can grow out of seemingly nothing. While his fellow students from the Parisian elite-
University Sciences Po worked hard on their exams, Biancheri, aged 24, founded the first trans-
European student organization - AEGEE. After three years of Biancheri leadership, AEGEE had
gathered 12,000 members and had successfully lobbied for the creation of the exchange
programme ERASMUS which to date has enabled 1 Mio. students to study abroad in the EU.

“In his mind, already AEGEE was a political project, but many people never understood that”,
says Carsten Hess about Biancheris” goal to bring Europeans together in order to make them
resume responsibility for their cause. Hess, today head of Deutsche Post World Net Brussels
bureau, was also there when Biancheri brought off his 2" “coup” — the “Initiative for Democracy in
Europe”, the first ever political party to present lists in three EU-member countries in the 1989
European election and to gain 400,000 votes.

In 1989 also, Biancheri founded the Prometheus-Europe Foundation, designed to promote
transparency and efficiency in the European system. Soon Prometheus-Europe developed
conflictual relations with the Commission, in particular as a result of its initiative to assess the
exchange programmes “Erasmus” and “Tempus. The student activist who previously had been



well liked in Brussels, suddenly became an “enfant terrible”, who would break any taboo “as long
as it could help Europe work better”. Neither the offers made to him to work at the European
Commission nor the pieces of advice given to him by a leading EU official “to finally grow up”,
made him change direction or strategy. Biancheri saw his criticism validated in 1991 when the
European Court of Auditors decided to assess the Tempus programme and hired him in the
evaluation team.

Biancheri keeps faithful to promoting independent thinking, for instance by creating the think-tank
Europe 2020 in 1998, or by establishing in 2003 the online Newropeans-Magazine, which
according to traffic-ranker ALEXA, managed to become one of the 10 most-read European online
magazines in 18 months only. In spite of his sometimes brutal critique, European decision makers
call on the 44-year-old for advice, because “his views are based on a much more realistic vision
of Europe than that of experts inside the EU-institutions”, says Jean-Francois Bernicot, the
French member of the European Court of Auditors. Biancheri indeed listens to what European
citizens have to say: in 2003 his “Democracy Marathon” brought him all throughout the EU in 100
debates on Europe, an exploit which resulted in his being elected one of Time Magazine's “20
European Heroes”.

Biancheri sees himself as a rational lunatic, who will from now on devote himself to something
which may appear impossible at first glance, but which he knows as being politically necessary
and feasible. Since the failure of the adoption of the Constitution, Biancheri sees a growing
demand for pro-European but EU-critical ideas which no political party can satisfy due to the lack
of vision for an alternative Europe. “This is how a category of Euro-frustrated is emerging, whose
votes could be taken by extremists.” Or by Newropeans, for Biancheri estimates it can easily
reach 5 per cent in the next European election. He is convinced that he can find active supporters
to promote his controversial ideas throughout the EU. In the Internet era, Biancheri finds it a
manageable problem to organize a trans-European campaign upon a restricted budget.

The fight for democratization will take approximately two decades according to Biancheri. “Our
train of ideas will no longer be part of the “avant-garde” in only a few years time”, he says adding
some sugar to his Espresso and lighting another cigarette. “| hope that by that time, Newropeans
will no longer be necessary, as the democratic re-foundation of the EU is this decade’s pressing
challenge for our continent.”
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