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Foreword by Leendert
Verbeek, President
of the Congress

Leendert Verbeek,
President of the Congress

of Local and Regional Authorities of the

Council of Europe defines the framework
and guidelines of its future activities. Following
a consultation involving all Congress members —
Bureau, Chambers, and committees — and national
and European associations of local and regional
authorities, the Priorities for 2021-2026 were
adopted during the renewal session of March 2021.

A t the start of each new mandate, the Congress

These Priorities had to take into consideration the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the world and
its democracies. This crisis revealed the crucial role
of local and regional elected representatives. At the
frontline, they had to implement sanitary arrange-
ments, guarantee equal access to essential services,
and protect the most vulnerable from social risks. At
the same time, the vitality of local democracy was
threatened due to a lack of consultation of local rep-
resentatives, increased monitoring, the postponement

of elections, a restricted space for dialogue with citi-
zens, and more. Within this context, the activities of
the Congress — which give a voice and a platform of
dialogue to elected officials and which promote local
self-government and dialogue between levels of
government - rose even more in prominence.

Looking at the future, the central mission of our
Congress remains the promotion and revitalisa-
tion of local democracy, as defined in the statutory
texts. Defending the foundations of democracy, the
Congress supervises the application of the European
Charter of Local Self-Government in the domestic law
and the practice of member states and conducts
election observation missions. By developing and
sharing thematic tools, and by nurturing networks
of local stakeholders, the Congress further supports
the elected representatives.

In addition, the Congress set out five thematic priorities
foritself, which abide to the strategic orientations of the
Council of Europe and the Sustainable Development
Agenda of the United Nations. These are the responses
to crises, and particularly to health crises; democratic
governance and citizen participation; inclusion and
the fight against inequalities; environmental policies;
and digitalisation within democracies. These Priorities
will guide the work of the three committees and of the
two Chambers of the Congress in their collaboration
with local, regional, and national authorities of the
Council of Europe member states.

I invite you to adhere to this work program and to
share with us the responsibility for its concrete imple-
mentation. | have full confidence in the ability of local
and regional authorities to overcome the ongoing
crisis we are navigating through. The Congress will
remain at their side, for they are the foundation of a
sustainable and inclusive recovery.
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Introduction

adopts its overall priorities every five years, at

its renewal session. The priorities for 2021-2026
were due to be adopted in October 2020 but follow-
ing the cancellation of the session and the extension
of the 2018-2020 mandate, it was postponed to the
session of March 2021, together with the renewal of
the Congress delegations and political bodies.

T he Congress of Local and Regional Authorities

The preparation of its priorities is an essential process
for the Congress, founded on the consultation of its
members and the national and European associa-
tions of local and regional authorities. It draws the
outlines of its work and provides a framework in which
the Congress can carry out the statutory activities
entrusted by the Committee of Ministers and adapt
to new societal developments and evolutions within
the Council of Europe communities and states. In
this respect, the Congress assesses and adapts the
implementation of its priorities on a regular basis
within the working programmes of its Chamber of
Local Authorities and its Chamber of Regions as well
as its Monitoring, Governance and Current Affairs
Committees.

Once the overall framework has been adopted, the
Congress maintains an ongoing reflection on its priori-
ties to adapt, whenever necessary, to new develop-
ments and challenges and thus ensure the relevance
of its work.

The COVID-19 pandemic that broke out in early 2020
and changed radically the political agenda and the
priorities of national governments, national and inter-
national institutions, local and regional authorities and
all political and economic actors within democratic
societies, illustrates well the need to adapt to a new
situation, new developments and new sanitary, social,
economic and politic challenges.

After the cancellation of its two plenary sessions of
2020 and of all its field missions — due to the sanitary
crisis - the Congress adapted itself quickly to the situ-
ation and developed new working methods relying
on the digital tools put at its disposal by the Council
of Europe.

It maintained regular contact with its national delega-
tions, local elected representatives as well as national
and European associations and networks and fos-
tered dialogue between them and with the central
governments. It held the meetings of its statutory
organs remotely - the Bureau, the Statutory Forum,
the committees - and organised remote missions to
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monitor the local and regional democracy in member
States and to observe local and regional elections. It
also held thematic debates on questions related to
various aspects of the functioning of local and regional
democracy in times of crisis and the way local and
regional authorities are dealing with the challenges
of the health crisis.

Furthermore, over the year, the Congress organised
several debates and consultation procedures on its
future work and prepared the final draft of its future
priorities with a view to:

» strengthening its profile

» confirm its core mission of monitoring the
application of the European Charter of local
self-government, observing local and regional
elections, and implementing cooperation pro-
grammes in the field

» show its readiness and its ability to adapt to the
needs and priorities of the member States, the
Council of Europe, the local and regional com-
munities, and its institutional partners

» consider the available resources - the staff in the
secretariat, the finances to carry out the activi-
ties and the availability of Congress members to
carry the political messages within the Council
of Europe and the member States.

Many of the lessons learned from the pandemic remain
relevant also under different circumstances or situa-
tions of crisis. These experiences are therefore inte-
grated in the five core areas identified by the priorities
for the mandate 2021-2026 in chapter lIl.



Priorities of the
Congress 2021-2026

Congress objectives: Ensuring the
proper functioning of local and
regional democracy and addressing
major societal challenges

The Council of Europe, an international
platform for exchange and devising
standards based on common values

1.

Since its creation in 1949, the Council of Europe
has been the major architect of post-war dem-
ocratic developments in the larger Europe. It
contributed to the creation of a continent-wide
system based on solid institutions of democratic
governance, mechanisms for the protection of
human rights and a common space where the
rule of law applies. It has also played a key role
in building pluralistic and cohesive societies and
replaced conflict with international cooperation
and multilateralism.

Over the years, the Council of Europe has
advanced respect for fundamental rights,
democracy, and the rule of law in Europe. When
celebrating the 70th anniversary of the Council
of Europe in October 2019, President Macron
shared his firm conviction that it is at the Council
of Europe that the divisions of the European
continent can be healed because it is the place
where European consciousness is formed and
debated.

In May 2019, at the 129" Ministerial session
of the Committee of Ministers in Helsinki, the
Foreign Ministers of the member States reaf-
firmed the importance of the Organisation as
a unique platform for dialogue and co-opera-
tion. They defined the future priority areas for
the Organisation being combating trafficking
in human beings, guaranteeing freedom of
expression online and offline, developing a legal
framework for artificial intelligence, addressing
increasing inequality, racism, xenophobia, hate
speech and discrimination, addressing the chal-
lenges arising from global migration, reinforc-
ing social rights, promoting equality between
women and men and fighting violence against
women and domestic violence.

When the COVID-19 pandemic stroke the world
early 2020, the Secretary General of the Council
of Europe issued a Toolkit for member States
designed to help ensure that measures taken by
them during this crisis remained proportional
to the threat posed by the spread of the virus
and were limited in time. She stated that in this
emergency, it was all the more important to
achieve greater unity between member States, to
foster international co-operation and to uphold
the rights and responsibilities of all members
of society. She also called to draw lessons from
the pandemic crisis and enhance preparedness
for addressing health concerns based on com-
mon principles and best practices.

In the Athens declaration resulting from the 130%"
ministerial session of the Committee of Ministers
in November 2020, under the Greek Presidency,
the Foreign Affairs Ministers of the member
States expressed the renewed commitment to
European unity and multilateral co-operation
and greater solidarity among nations. They
stressed the need to safeguard the right to health
for alland other social and economic rights, such
as the rights to social protection, education and
safe and healthy working conditions, on the
basis of inclusiveness, non-discrimination and
gender equality. The Congress welcomed the
clear commitment to multilateralism and multi-
level governance as the appropriate response
to threats and challenges to modern societies.

The German Presidency of the Committee of
Ministers going from November 2020 to May
2021, set as one of its priorities to strengthen
the Council of Europe as a standard-setter and
uphold human rights, democracy and the rule of
law, shaping the future and bringing the Council
of Europe closer to the people.

In January 2021, the Secretary General of the
Council of Europe presented her strategic views
for the Organisation. This framework outlines
concrete deliverables and proposals and con-
siderations for change and reforms, aimed at
ensuring a greater sustainability and predict-
ability of the Council of Europe’s activities and
work, especially in the light of the current and
forthcoming post-pandemic challenges.
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Democratic societies under pressure

8.

In recent years, the common values and stan-
dards that form the basis of European societies
have been challenged on multiple fronts. Public
debate has hardened and links between public
institutions and citizens have become more
tense - especially given the adverse effects of
fake news and the spread of disinformation as
well as populism, the rise of extremism, mistrust
shown to politicians and institutions and absten-
tionism in elections. The forms and degree of
these developments vary considerably from one
country to another, but the European political
landscape as a whole remains marked by per-
sistent questions about the ability of demo-
cratic systems to meet the expectations of the
population.

Profound territorial and societal transformations
have been witnessed also, to varying degrees
depending on the country, marked in particular
by rural desertification, progressive urbanisation,
ageing of population, increase in precarious-
ness but also by the impact of globalisation,
environmental challenges, the transformation
of production and administrative tools and the
development of new technologies linked to
artificial intelligence.

Above all, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pan-
demicin 2020 has caused a major sanitary, social,
economic, and political crisis at different levels,
in many countries thus amplifying the territorial
and social divide. It has been causing death,
immense suffering and increased hardship for
all citizens but strikes even harder the most
vulnerable and marginalised, bringing to the
fore the need for more solidarity within societies.
The COVID-19 pandemic will have significant
consequences for societies over the long term
which will have to be addressed.

Local and regional authorities
as major actors for change

11.

12.

The Congress of Local and Regional Authorities
grew out of the conviction that the intergovern-
mental and inter-parliamentary co-operation
required a local and regional dimension to cover
all levels of democratic governance. The estab-
lishment of the “Congress of Local and Regional
Authorities” within the Council of Europe in
1994 gave local and regional authorities a forum
to have their say in the process of European
integration.

In the preamble to the European Charter of
Local Self-Government, adopted by the Council
of Europe in 1985, national governments
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13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

recognised the role played by local democracy
in building pluralist and cohesive societies by
establishing local democracy as one of the main
foundations of any democratic system.

This recognition of the importance of local
democracy and the decision to strengthen the
local and regional dimension of the European
democratic model were not only visionary but
are, today, essential at a time when European
societies are facing new major challenges.

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought to the
fore the need for more effective co-operation
and coordinated action both among and within
countries, this means the need for multilateral
co-operation and multi-level governance. In
the Athens Declaration of November 2020, the
Foreign Ministers of the member States recog-
nise that the current crisis has clearly revealed
this need.

Multilateralism and multi-level governance
complement each other in the interest of the
people. Active vertical and horizontal coopera-
tion, coordination, and consultation between
all levels of government increase the quality
of decisions taken and allow greater flexibility
in coping with emergencies as they are better
suited to providing solutions tailored to specific
needs.

A strong and efficient system of multi-level gov-
ernance in which every level is equipped with
proper competences, means, resources and a
climate of trust and interaction enables a country
to better respond to an emergency situation.

Through their action and proximity on the
ground, local and regional authorities are the
best placed to promote territorial cohesion,
sustainable local development and solutions
tailored to the specific needs of the commu-
nities, based on a strong territorial approach
of national and European policies as well as
interaction and interdependence between the
population, the democratic institutions and the
national associations.

Itis therefore essential for central authorities to
rely on local and regional governments to miti-
gate the sanitary, social and economic problems
caused by emergency situations, to reduce ten-
sions within populations and with their political
leaders and to revive the citizens’ confidence
in institutions, thus ensuring the democratic
stability of European societies.

In times of crisis in particular, as shown during the
COVID-19 pandemic, local and regional elected
representatives are at the frontline to deliver
basic and emergency services, find adequate



solutions to specific challenges, relay and imple-
ment national policies and coordinate their
action with other levels of government and
other partners across all sectors of society. They
will also be key actors in bolstering the economic
recovery and social revival in the aftermath.

20. The current pandemic has shown thatin extraor-
dinary circumstances local self-government and
regional democracy should not be restricted but
rather be part of an optimal solution.

21. Acrisis like this one provides an opportunity to
bring about a better sharing of responsibilities
between the different levels of power. It high-
lights the need for consultation, concertation,
coordination and complementarity, the need
fora continuum between the different levels of
governance. To this end, it is essential to consider
territorial democracy and local and regional
self-government as an essential pillar of the
democratic system.

Congress statutory missions and
means for action: monitoring,
election observation, cooperation
programmes, practical tools, and
networking

22. The Congress is a political assembly composed
of elected representatives of local and regional
authorities from the whole of Europe except
Belarus. It ensures local and regional represen-
tation at European level as well as its active
involvement in the Council of Europe’s work.
It acts as consultative organ, facilitator, advisor
and monitoring body and works in close co-
operation, on the one hand with the national
associations of local and regional authorities,
and, on the other hand, with the European
organisations representing local and regional
authorities.

23. Throughits political, legal, and field activities, the
Congress contributes to increasing the quality of
democracy close to the citizens. It will continue
to exercise the statutory missions entrusted to
him by the Committee of Ministers - monitoring
of local and regional democracy and observa-
tion of local and regional elections - as well as
its cooperation activities in the field by all the
means and tools at its disposal and it will also
adapt to political and societal developments in
member States as well as to the priorities arising
therefrom for the member States and for the
Council of Europe.

24. The Congress will in particular keep the COVID-19
pandemic and its aftermath as transversal fea-
ture of its activities, following thereby the call of

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

the Council of Europe Secretary General to refo-
cus the Organisation’s programmes and activities
in order to promote coordinated responses, to
exchange good practice, and together to learn
the lessons of the crisis in the quest for a quicker
recovery.

The Athens declaration, the Congress contri-
bution to the 130th ministerial session of the
Committee of Ministers as well as the tools and
guidelines defined by the Council of Europe will
furthermore serve as guiding threads.

The UN Agenda for Sustainable Development will
continue to be a useful framework for Congress’
action and its core mission. Through its political
message and its work, the Congress will further
contribute to the fulfilment of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and to their locali-
sation, i.e. their realisation at local and regional
level.

In this respect it will continue to foster the proper
functioning of democratic institutions based on
transparency and accountability, the develop-
ment of citizen participation - raising aware-
ness about global citizenship - the cohesion of
societies and the fight against discrimination,
inequality and extremism, thus aiming to restore
citizens’ trust in the democratic system and its
authorities.

It will in particular support local and regional
authorities in implementing the SDGs and pro-
mote the balance between the three dimensions
of sustainable development: social, economic,
and environmental. These dimensions are mutu-
ally reinforcing and lay the foundation for a
just, sustainable, and environmentally friendly
society. It will take initiatives to promote behav-
ioural change in this regard and will in particular
contribute to disseminating information and
best practices between European countries and
regional and local governments.

Following the adoption of the Congress’ pri-
orities in March 2021, its Chambers of Local
Authorities and of Regions and its three commit-
tees, the Monitoring Committee, the Governance
Committee and the Current Affairs Committee,
will translate them into concrete activities in
their work programmes.

In the mandate 2021-2026, the Congress will
further convey the message that local and
regional authorities play an essential role in
building fairer democratic societies by and for all
citizens, as they are at the forefront in assessing
the population’s needs and contributing to the
development and implementation of policies
that are innovative and adapted to their specific
environment.
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Monitoring the European Charter
of Local Self-Government

31.

32.

33.

34,

35.

36.

The Congress’added value is best expressed in
its monitoring of the European Charter of Local
Self-Government, which binds all 46 Council of
Europe member States to respect the rights and
responsibilities of local authorities and to work
towards the implementation of the principle of
subsidiarity or shared democracy.

Through its monitoring mechanism, the Congress
assesses the application of the Charter in domes-
tic law and works to improve compliance with
the Charter’s provisions, thus advancing local
and regional democratic self-government and
decentralisation - the core missions of the
Congress.

The Charter contains a hard core of fundamental
principles as well as optional provisions and it
seeks to reconcile the diversity of local authority
structures in the member States with these prin-
ciples. The Congress will strive, in the framework
of its political dialogue with member States, to
encourage governments and parliaments to
ratify and implement all the provisions of the
Charter.

The final objective is to achieve “100% Charter
coverage over 100% of European territory”. This
shall be done by working on one hand, with
member States, which have made reservations
or declarations at the time of the ratification,
and, on the other hand, by a mapping of the
territories where the Charter is not applied and
concrete action to reduce their number.

In the course of its monitoring work the Congress
is observing moves or trends towards recen-
tralisation and reducing financial autonomy
of local and regional authorities especially in
times of crisis. The lessons learned from the
COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath as well as
inspiring examples of actions on the ground by
municipalities, regions and institutional partners
will be used by the Congress to further support
decentralisation and the development of sub-
national levels.

They will also serve to ensure that the swift or
exceptional measures or restrictions on indi-
vidual freedoms taken in response to a crisis do
not undermine the foundations of a functioning
local and regional democracy and are time-
bound, respect human rights and are rooted in
democratic decisions reached in a transparent
and responsible process where information is
available to citizens.
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Observing local and regional elections

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

The right of citizens to exercise their democratic
choice through universal, equal, free, secret,
and direct suffrage is an internationally recog-
nised fundamental right as well as the basis for
political participation at territorial level. Such
right is enshrined in the Additional Protocol to
the European Charter of Local Self-Government
on the right to participate in the affairs of a local
authority, already ratified by 20 member States
(as of February 2021).

During its observation missions, the Congress
assesses whether planning and conduct of local
and regional elections adhere to legal provisions
and best practice in this matter. The observation
activities will continue to be one of the Congress’
priorities of action, thus ensuring that the stan-
dards for holding democratic local and regional
elections are respected.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, local and
regional elections had sometimes to be post-
poned as holding them seemed incompatible
with the conditions at hand. The Congress pre-
pared a report on local and regional elections
in major crisis situations like the COVID-19 pan-
demic. This report collects examples of best
practices and provides guidelines on balancing
the rights to life, health and security of election
participants on the one hand, with protecting
the right to political participation and related
freedoms on the other hand, while recommend-
ing that a minimum core of electoral principles
have to be upheld at all times for elections. The
Congress will continue this work in particular to
help member States to better prepare for such
situations of emergencies in the future.

The questioning of democracy coupled with
declining public trust in traditional politics will
also be reflected in the Congress’ work in the
field of elections through, for example, the fight
against corruption and clientelism and the selec-
tion and funding of candidates as well as the
re-orientation on new issues such as the use
of referendums in the local context and the
conditions of independent candidates running
in local and regional elections

In addition to the country-specific election obser-
vation reports, the Congress will follow up issues
and challenges identified in the strategy it has
developed over the past years to better address
election-related problems that reoccur across
the Council of Europe countries such as the
quality of voters'lists, misuse of administrative
resources during electoral campaigns or vot-
ing rights of migrants and internally displaced
persons on the local level, against the backdrop
of the population movements in Europe.



Implementing co-operation
activities in the field

42.

43.

44,

45.

Thanks to the expertise and experience of its
members, the Congress can offer local and
regional authorities and their associations assis-
tance and the means to acquire new skills and
know-how and to strengthen their institutional
capacities as well as their consultation proce-
dures with national governments. Its aim is to
establish close co-operation and lasting relations
with and between the various national associa-
tions in member States and to help them defend
the rights of local and regional authorities.

The co-operation programmes complement the
statutory activities of the Congress. They link the
recommendations and resolutions adopted at
the plenary sessions with the situation on the
ground and are based on the monitoring of the
European Charter of Local Self-Government and
a subsequent political dialogue with the national
authorities.

The Congress will continue to provide its exper-
tise and assistance in the field in advancing
decentralisation, establishing dialogue between
central and territorial authorities, fostering trans-
parent local and regional governance based
on citizen participation, building capacities of
local and regional elected representatives and
strengthening their associations to enable them
to better fulfil their functions and responsibilities
in the system of state governance.

These activities will be pursued within the frame-
work of the Council of Europe action plans and
the Congress’ own post-monitoring road maps
signed with individual member States, as well as
within the framework of specific partnerships,
such as the Neighbourhood Partnerships with
Southern Mediterranean countries.

Further developing practical
tools, networks, and synergies

46.

47.

The Congress has developed numerous tools,
publications, and practical guides for use by its
members and all local and regional authorities,
to assist and support them in their daily work.
This work of compiling and developing practi-
cal tools will be continued. Existing collections
such as the series of Human Rights handbooks
will be developed and further promoted.

The Congress also aims to bring together local
and regional elected representatives from all
46 Council of Europe member States to enable
them to work together or carry out joint projects.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

These networks will be energised and further
developed.

Furthermore, the Congress will continue devel-
oping its partnerships, institutional co-operation,
and co-operation with civil society, among oth-
ers, through regular exchanges of views, the
signature of cooperation agreements and the
organisation of common activities.

It will in particular explore and develop fur-
ther synergies with its institutional part-
ners inside the Council of Europe, in par-
ticular with the Committee of Ministers, the
Parliamentary Assembly, the Secretary General,
the Commissioner for Human Rights and the
Conference of International non-governmental
Organisations as well as with the Commission of
Democracy Through Law (Venice Commission)
and the North-South Centre.

Outside the Council of Europe, the Congress
has close relations with national and
European associations of local and regional
authorities, which will be further developed
in this new mandate. National associations
play an essential role in promoting local and
regional democracy which is very important for
the work of the Congress. In this respect, they
are the natural partners of the Congress in the
field.

European associations and networks of local
and regional authorities work for better
governance and defend local and regional
democracy at European scale. The Assembly
of European Regions (AER), the Council of
European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR),
the Conference of European Regional Legislative
Assemblies (CALRE), EUROCITIES, the Conference
of Peripheral Maritime Regions (CPMR), the
Assembly of European Border Regions (AEBR)
and PLATFORMA join forces in this respect and
will continue to be full-fledged partners of the
Congress.

The European Committee of the Regions and
the Congress maintain close co-operation and
working relations, both at the political level and
the level of the respective secretariats, based
on a Cooperation Agreement. Co-operation
will be further steered by the Congress/CoR
High-Level Group based on common objec-
tives and activities for reinforcing local and
regional democracy, decentralisation and self-
government in Europe. The Euro-Mediterranean
Regional and Local Assembly (ARLEM) and the
Conference of Regional and Local Authorities of
the Eastern Partnership (CORLEAP) are valuable
fora established by the European Committee of
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the Regions, in which the Congress also actively
co-operates.

53. The Congress will join forces with all these part-
ners to implement its priorities and to ensure
impact of its political and operational work.

The Congress thematic priorities
2021-2026: responses
to new challenges

54. Inits thematic work programmes, the Congress
will focus in particular on five areas: effective
responses to public health crisis, quality of
democracy, inequalities in society, environ-
mental issues, and digital revolution.

Resilient societies: Effective
local and regional responses
to public health crises

The effectiveness of responses to overcome the
COVID-19 crisis or anyan emergency or health crisis
and its consequences and to better prepare for
future such crisis or emergencies depends on the
right balance and interaction between centralised
and decentralised capacities within the systems of
multi-level governance.

55. The COVID-19 pandemic has triggered the huge
global crisis, and although countries around
the world have responded with unprecedented
action, the crisis is far from over and it will have a
significantimpact on societies in the long term.
Governments at all levels must act together to
beat the pandemic and secure a strong, resilient,
green, and inclusive recovery.

56. The policy responses to this crisis need to be
adapted to the local realities, to the needs and
opportunities of the communities. Local and
regional authorities are the level of governance
closest to the citizens and have a good under-
standing of the challenges facing their commu-
nities and how the specific dynamics of a crisis
are impacting upon them. This makes their role
essential.

57. The pandemic has revealed, among others, the
need for measures and policies to safeguard
social and economic rights such as equal access
to health care, housing and education, in par-
ticular for the most vulnerable and marginalised
ones and to preserve businesses and jobs. The
first players in the field of implementing this
solidarity are the elected representatives in local
and regional authorities and the civil servants
under their authority.
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58. The Congress will continue to collect inspiring
examples of grassroots action from municipali-
ties, regions and the institutional partners and
organise exchanges of views on the manage-
ment of the pandemic in Europe’s cities and
regions and the functioning of local and regional
democracy in times of crisis. Based on this work,
the Congress will produce reports, recommen-
dations, and practical tools to help managing
the COVID-19 pandemic and its devastating
consequences, as well as future crises and sup-
port societies and communities in becoming
stronger and more resilient in facing emergency
situations.

59. Inline with the Council of Europe’s Committee
of Ministers and Secretary General, identifying
and analysing mistakes and lessons learned to
prepare adequate and proportionate responses
for the future and help at all levels to social,
economic and democratic recovery of local and
regional communities will be a transversal fea-
ture of the Congress work in the coming years.

Democratic societies : quality
of representative democracy
and citizen participation

The quality of democratic governance for the ben-
efit of the citizen must be improved

60. Representative democracy allows citizens to
express their will through elected represen-
tatives to whom they delegate their powers
to defend their interests, represent them in
Parliaments and assemblies, pass the laws and
eventually control the governments.

61. The system operatesifitis based onrespectand
trust between the people and its representa-
tives and if it includes effective checks and bal-
ances such as the right of choice, free, fair and
periodic elections, separation of government
powers, respect of the rule of law, open politi-
cal competition, independent media among
others. And representative democracy needs
to be complemented with elements of direct
democracy.

62. More transparency and participative local
democracy engaging single citizens, civil society
and the business community can indeed help
finding optimal local responses to the current
challenges.

63. Mayors and local councillors play a vital role
in promoting the principles of representative
democracy at the local level and shared values
within their communities. Aside from the role
prescribed in the legislation, it is upon them to



64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

implement innovative approaches developing
the complementarity between representative
and participatory democracy in full respect of
the principles of ethical governance, account-
ability, transparency, and greater solidarity in
public policies.

New ways of democracy such as social media,
online participation, informal groups, and peti-
tions challenge formal decision making. The
COVID-19 pandemic also has posed enormous
challenges to democracy and decision-mak-
ing. The provision of correct information to all
citizens, and democratic decision-making in
accordance with the rule of law in a crisis and
in emergency conditions must be ensured. New
forms of participation have a central role to play
in these circumstances.

The Congress will continue to support the local
elected representative in carrying out their daily
tasks and helping to reduce the difficulties asso-
ciated with the exercise of their mandates. It
will thus continue to closely follow the issue of
local elected representatives facing pressure,
coming under undue legal, financial, psychologi-
cal, and physical pressure from central govern-
ments, majority parties or members of their
communities.

While doing this, the Congress will also ensure
that citizens are at the heart of public action
and it will continue to actively promote the
decentralisation of powers and the granting
of adequate means and funding that make the
action possible at the level closest to the citizen.

The involvement of young people and the par-
ticipation of citizens in decision-making and
governance at the local and regional level, with
innovative models of democratic participation,
through elections, public deliberation, local
think thanks or platforms, civil society initiatives
or other tools, will be horizontal features of the
work of the Congress in the coming years.

The further development of the “rejuvenating
politics” strategy which the Congress started
in 2014, will be part of this process in order to
support young people to become politically
active and build their capacities to become part
of the decision and policy making at local and
regional level. The Congress will thus continue
to invite youth delegates from members States
to participate in its sessions and the work of its
committees, gradually involving them more and
more in its decision-making processes.

Cohesive societies : Reducing
inequalities in the field

Development gaps within territories and commu-
nities must be bridged and social and economic
fractures overcome.

69.

70.

71.

While the living conditions in Europe have sub-
stantially improved since the establishment of
the Council of Europe, according to the OECD(")
however, “income inequality has been growing
in most wealthy countries in recent decades,
raising questions about the stability and sus-
tainability of our social and economic systems
(...) A widening divide threatens not only the
social but also the political stability of our societ-
ies.” Furthermore, «the problem of inequalities
extends to health, gender, education, skills,and
opportunities, such as the digital divide. These
inequalities are fracturing societies, hurting
economies, and undermining democracies “(?).
The sanitary, social and economic crisis caused
by the COVID-19 pandemic has worsened this
situation in many countries.

The role of local authorities is more important
than ever in this context. By implementing inno-
vative policies, they can help building more
resilient and inclusive cities and regions, have a
positive impact on reducing social and economic
inequalities and discrimination as well as rein-
forcing participation and trust on the ground.
Fair redistribution, equitable opportunities and
more interaction between the different areas
will be key to the successful transformation of
societies.

The Congress will continue its work in this respect,
in line with the UN Sustainable Development
Goals —in particular goals 11 (make cities inclu-
sive, safe, resilient and sustainable), 16 (promote
just, peaceful and inclusive societies) and 17
(revitalise the global partnership for sustainable
development). It will, among others, further
raise awareness on the respect of human rights
at the local level, fight corruption and promote
transparency, fight discrimination, radicalisation
and exclusion, promote inclusion of vulnerable
groups such as Roma, promote gender equal-
ity, fight violence against women and children,
contribute to the empowerment of women and
youth as well as the reduction of the divide
between rural and urban areas and between

. UNDERSTANDING THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC DIVIDE IN

EUROPE - January 2017 — OECD Centre for opportunity
and equality

. Remarks by Angel Gurria, OECD Secretary-General,

25 August 2019

Priorities of the Congress 2021-2026 » Page 13



72.

central and peripheral regions in particular bor-
der regions.

It will implement at the local level all Council
of Europe action and campaigns in these areas
and promote the development of networks of
cities and regions having the same objectives.

Sustainable societies:
Environmental issues and climate
action in cities and regions

Living conditions in cities and regions must be
radically improved by implementing innovative
local policies that respect the environment and
address the climate change issues.

73.

74.

75.

76.

77.

Climate change, pollution, extinction of species,
loss of biodiversity and the overall degradation
of the earth’s ecosystems present a pressing,
inter-related and profound challenge to the way
of life in societies and will drastically affect cities,
municipalities and regions in the future. Over the
past years, it has been widely recognised that
the right to live in a sustainable, healthy, and
safe environment is one of the crucial aspects
of fundamental human rights and freedoms.

The Congress is convinced that environmental
protection is part of good governance, whether
it is implemented at international, national or
subnational level, and, in this regards all possible
actors must be considered as key actors and
participate in the decision-making processes.

Good governance, environmental protection
- including climate justice and security - and
human rights are linked by a relationship of
interdependence: a safe, clean and healthy envi-
ronment is essential for the enjoyment of human
rights, and the exercise of human rights is vital
to the protection of the environment. This is a
matter of democracy, human rights and rule of
law, the core mission of the Congress and the
Council of Europe.

Local and regional elected representatives need
to prepare for and adapt to the environmental
and social impacts of climate change. They arein
a unique position to tackle climate emergency,
promote sustainable development and imple-
ment policies and actions which they can shape
policy to fit local environment and needs. They
are well placed to ensure that resources are being
targeted to their environmental and climate as
well as their circular economy action.

Based on the work accomplished during the past
years, the Congress will thus further develop
activities linked to the specific responsibilities
of local and regional authorities, regarding local
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78.

responses to environmental and climate chal-
lenges. Such responses will call for a strategic
approach carried out through education, aware-
ness raising, building resilience and capacity for
adaptation on a wide range of issues, such as
transport, recycling, water and waste manage-
ment, production and consumption of local
products, building and tourism. This means
developing relevant local and regional policies
and action plans, as well as fostering changes
in attitudes and behaviour, and in the lifestyle
in general.

In the framework of the work undertaken
within the Council of Europe, according to
the Sustainable Development Goals and tak-
ing into account the EU Green Deal Strategy,
the Congress will contribute among others to
the standard setting on the right to a safe and
healthy environment as a fundamental human
right and to the implementation of such work
at the local and regional level.

Digital societies : Digitalisation and
artificial intelligence in the local context

The digital revolution is changing the face of
democracy and must be put at the service of
democracy

79.

80.

81.

82.

The digitalisation drives huge changes in all
sectors of activity and in the future, its develop-
ments such as Artificial Intelligence, in particular,
are likely to have a considerable impact on the
life of the citizens and the functioning of soci-
eties. They will, for example, influence the way
public authorities are constituted - during elec-
tions for example -, the way citizens are involved
in decisions and the way public authority is
exercised.

Digitalisation and the use of Alin public manage-
ment can make administration more efficient
and inclusive, and it can promote better informa-
tion and political participation. Al can be used
for example to extend knowledge of the public
on democratic systems as well as provide means
for direct participation.

The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly changed
lifestyles and territorial interplay. It has shown
that in situation of crisis, the development of
digital tools can help finding new forms of com-
munication and public services management.
Improvement of the IT-infrastructure can among
others play a key role in ensuring equivalent
living conditions in urban and rural territories.

While the impact of digitalisation can indeed
be very positive, it also presents many risks of
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84.
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abuses. The problems of manipulation of public
opinion through cyber-soldiers and robots, for
example, remain a challenge for democratic
societies. The improvement of digital capabilities
requires investments in education and high-
level expertise. It requires above all a sound and
proportionate regulatory framework, to ensure
respect of human rights and democracy.

The Congress will support the development of
digitalisation in the local and regional communi-
ties with ethical, legal, reliable, and controlled
technologies that considers democratic security
and the protection of personal data. The issue of
collecting data to trace and monitor citizens in
the face of a pandemicis relevant in this regard
and needs to be addressed.

The Congress’ work will aim at seizing fully
the opportunities offered by new technolo-
gies — from making cities and regions “smart”
and digitalising local economy to using them
for information and dialogue tools for better
inclusion and participation of citizens - while
protecting the freedom, integrity and, in general,
the fundamental rights of the citizens.

The Council of Europe has a unique position as
a platform for intergovernmental co-operation
capable of setting standards for the develop-
ment and use of artificial intelligence, in accor-
dance with human rights, democracy and the
rule of law. The Congress will participate in the
work carried out in this field within the Council
of Europe and contribute to its implementation
at local and regional level.
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