
                                                                                            
 

        
 

 
International Conference Report   

European Values, Member States, and the Future of the EU 

Centre for Democracy and Law organized an international conference European Values, 
Member States, and the Future of the EU that was held on 5 and 6 December 2019, at the 
House of Europe in Zagreb. The conference is part of the Jean Monnet project European Values 
in a New Member State: Croatia in the First Five Years of EU Membership. The first day of the 
conference brought together leading experts on the topics of the values of freedom and 
solidarity in the Croatian and the European contexts, representatives of civil society 
organizations, unions, media, public officials and scientists who explore these values in an 
interdisciplinary way. 

Dario Čepo from the Faculty of Law at the University of Zagreb and the Academic Coordinator 
of the Jean Monnet project and Tvrtko Jakovina, President of the Management Board of 
Centre for Miko Tripalo gave the welcome remarks. Duško Sekulić from the Faculty of Law at 
the University of Zagreb was the key note speaker. Dario Čepo presented the project, its 
objectives and he emphasized the importance of examining the role of European values in the 
European Union member states. Tvrtko Jakovina noted that a number of topics including the 
European Union and the Croatian position in the international community, are in the focus of 
Centre Miko Tripalo’s work. Many of the Centre's activities have a European dimension and 
examine how Croatia can contribute to the European Union as a common project. Duško 
Sekulić gave the keynote speech on the topic of Values in Europe – Modernization, Conflict, 
and Change. He believes that we should not be surprised by the strengthening of authoritarian 
tendencies as a possible solution to social problems, and we also should not be surprised by 
the rising opposition to liberal ideas such as the market economy. Authoritarianism, according 
to Sekulić, is not a fixed feature of social and political systems; it occurs under certain 
circumstances. He considers sovereignty to be the new word for nationalism. Underlining the 
nation in such way can lead to numerous questionable outcomes, such as jeopardizing 
minority rights. In his concluding remarks, he paraphrased Jean Monnet by saying: „if I were 
to begin building the European House once again, I would start with culture, not the 
economy“. 

The introductory lecture on the panel on freedom was by Simona Guerra from the University 
of Leicester. She said that the process of democratization is in retreat not only in Europe, but 
in the global context. Guerra showed that those countries that have democratized after the 
Cold War are today declining in terms of democratic standards. She cited Poland and Hungary 
as the main recipients and beneficiaries of EU funds, but noted that they are lagging behind 
when their adherence to European values are considered. Meanwhile, according to statistical 
data, there has been a drastic number of reports of Hungarian citizens appealing to the 
European Court of Human Rights (up from 0,71% to 10,41%).  



                                                                                            
 

        
 

The second speaker was H. E. Mr. Haakon Blankenborg, Ambassador of the Kingdom of 
Norway to the Republic of Croatia. He argued that the values that we speak of today within 
the European Union are under threat. He mentioned three speeches that clearly outlined the 
direction of the debate on values in the EU: the one by Jacques Delors about strengthening 
cooperation and institutions of the EU; the one by Margaret Thatcher about the importance 
of national (state) sovereignty; and the one given by Viktor Orban in 2014 about illiberal 
democracy. Blankenborg considers that we are witnessing a rising polarization in Europe and 
that the main question remains: Who will decide when my freedom is violated? The next 
presentation was given by Zrinjka Peruško from the Faculty of Political Science in Zagreb and 
Centre Miko Tripalo. Peruško claims that the violation of media freedoms began with Viktor 
Orban. The question remains how can these changes in values be explained. According to 
Peruško, there is no longer a belief in the linear progress of values. In Eastern Europe we are 
prisoners when it comes to media censorship of topics and actors. She named three examples 
of media freedom violations: everyday pressures on the freedom of expression, freedom 
violations in the digital media, and cultural pressures (for example: billboards for the Fine 
Dead Girls theatre show being censored). Instead of media freedom we are witnesses to the 
constant pressures that journalists are exposed to.  

Ivana Dragičević from the Information platform N1 spoke about the understanding of 
freedom in today's world and the challenges facing liberal democracies. Societies have 
underestimated the business models of tech giants which resulted in people donating their 
personal information that has in turn become part of artificial intelligence and big data 
processes and is used to profile voters and consumers. The understanding of freedom in an 
age of the onslaught of radical options, whether religious or political, and the impact of the 
digital space and manipulation, must be redefined. The role of education is of particular 
importance since it does follow the same speed as the development of technology and the 
possibilities for manipulation. Her conclusion is that the space of freedom must be conquered 
continuously. She compared every individual in society with Sisyphus, who will always have to 
push the rock uphill in his life, no matter how many times it rolls back downhill. Kosta Bovan 
from the Faculty of Political Science in Zagreb gave a presentation on youth and freedom. He 
asked whether we consider young people to be leaders of social change or a vulnerable group 
within society. The way in which young people value freedom can be an indication of socio-
political developments in society. He referred to the recently conducted research which 
showed that 50% of young people believe that we need a strong leader, while 20% believe 
that dictatorship can sometimes be a better form of government. At the same time, the survey 
showed that 21% would justify restrictions on human rights in the case when the interests of 
the nation are endangered. The paradox is that young people who prefer more freedom are 
using Internet less for getting information, they are less interested in participation and they 
have less trust in political institutions. The ones who prefer less freedom are more active and 
have less traditional values. 

During the discussion Gvozden Flego, former Minister of Science and Technology, referred to 
Bovan's presentation about young people in Croatia. He said that the problem lies in the 



                                                                                            
 

        
 

Croatian school system because young people are compelled to memorize facts. According to 
Flego, teachers and professors have a crucial role and they should teach young people how to 
think critically. But, unfortunately, the school system is a reflection of social changes that are 
currently happening. Kosta Bovan asked whether we want young people who will engage and 
be active members of the community or do we want them to be passive. The key question 
remains what does freedom mean. Zrinjka Peruško said that our expectations from young 
people are too high and there are large differences in the perception of freedom. Iva Slavica 
Ilić, a private entrepreneur, said that media should have a more important role regarding 
freedom promotion. Dario Čepo highlighted the fact that authoritarian actors within the 
European Union are still achieving high benefits from their membership. Nada Švob Đokić 
from the Institute for Development and International Relations mentioned that the perceived 
homogeneity within the European Union depends on whether we see it from the perspective 
of Europe or other regions outside of Europe, such as for example Africa.  

The second panel on solidarity was opened by Andrea Sangiovanni from the European 
University Institute. He showed that there is an increase in the levels of inequality in Europe. 
As desirable models that would reduce inequality, Sangiovanni mentioned applying risk-
sharing measures in the Eurozone, expansion of structural and cohesion funds, and sharing 
burdens of refugee integration. He named the single market efficiency, lower transaction costs 
and free movement as potential benefits of further integration. As the costs of integration he 
mentioned the increase of inter-regional inequality and higher pressure on lowest earners in 
host countries.  

Adrijana Martinović from the Faculty of Law at the University of Rijeka cited dignity as the 
bedrock of the European Union because we all share it. Solidarity can be realized only with 
greater social justice because it is the basic assumption of functioning within the European 
Union. By joining the European Union, we take on the responsibility to behave according to 
the value of solidarity towards other member states. Solidarity entails cohesion and just 
distribution as the normative foundation for the functioning of the European Union. Ivan 
Blažević from Foundation SOLIDARNA spoke about philanthropy stating that philanthropy has 
a deeper reach into the system than a state has. He presented the data according to which 
women are much more inclined to donate and their donations are directed towards more 
important cases. Philanthropy is most developed in Germany in contrast to other EU member 
states. Blažević believes that philanthropic sector should develop more in line with the 
bottom-up approach, from the national to the European level. In Croatia, donations are 
directed towards marginalized groups in society.  

Ana Miličević Pezelj from the Union of Autonomous Trade Unions of Croatia claims that the 
welfare state should be revitalized. When the market system was developing, at first these 
changes were described as the social market economy, but in Croatia we have lost the social 
part of this phrase. The economic crisis has undermined the system of values and made the 
rich even richer. Miličević Pezelj underlined that nobody talks of labor as a value and, 



                                                                                            
 

        
 

therefore, she urges the unions to fight for the rights of most vulnerable citizens. Valerija 
Botrić from The Institute of Economics in Zagreb was the last speaker. She stated the four 
criteria for a successful currency union: labor mobility, capital mobility, a risk sharing system, 
and establishment of equal business cycles. Statistics have shown that there has been no 
increase of solidarity among EU member states. On the contrary, the differences between 
them are increasing. Botrić claims that the differences are not only present between EU 
member states, but that our societies within the Union are quite heterogeneous. When it 
comes to inequalities in Southern Europe, the differences were present from the early 1980s, 
but in Eastern Europe the inequalities began to increase in the 1990s and they are still present. 
Economic policy measures must be adopted in the short term, but we still do not know 
whether they will work in the long term. 

The second day of the international conference European Values, Member States, and the 
Future of the EU, organized by Centre for Democracy and Law Miko Tripalo, was held on 
Friday, 6 December 2019, in the Aula of the University of Zagreb.  

The first speaker on the panel on justice and rule of law was Susana Sanz Caballero from the 
University CEU Cardenal Herrera from Spain. She began her presentation by defining rule of 
law and explaining its basic elements. Sanz Caballero argued that the European Union has had 
a positive impact on candidate countries during the accession negotiations, but after their 
accession, the EU proved unable to solve the problem of declining levels of rule of law because 
the conditionality principle was basically unsuccessful. She compared the negotiation 
experiences of candidate countries form Southwestern Europe and those from Central and 
Eastern Europe. In the first case, no entry criteria were explicitly stated, while in latter case 
the Copenhagen criteria were introduced. When it comes to countries form Southwestern 
Europe, there was no mention of values or the conditionality principle, but they were 
introduced later. Finally, she spoke about and compared the declining levels of rule of law in 
Hungary and Poland. 

The second speaker was Lora Vidović, Ombudswoman of the Republic of Croatia. Vidović 
stressed that the rule of law is not just a theoretical concept, it needs to be internalized as a 
value. She used the example of Finland as a county that emphasized the rule of law as a priority 
during the Council of the European Union presidency. She said that 60% percent of Croatian 
citizens do not trust the judiciary and believe that their position is not equally valid before the 
law. A major problem is the non-functioning of the free legal aid system which is not available 
outside of urban centers where 50% of elderly people live in a risk of poverty. She underlined 
long judicial processes, increased number of lawsuits against media and migration as 
problems within the legal system. If there is no investigation against those public officials who 
abuse their power, Vidović claims, there is no protection against autocracy. Civil society as an 
area of freedom needs to be protected. The next speaker was Goran Selanec, a judge on the 
Croatian Constitutional Court. He initially questioned whether the Court of Justice of the 
European Union can identify solutions for the downfall of the rule of law and whether it has 



                                                                                            
 

        
 

strategies to prevent its undermining. Selanec argues that the discourse on the protection of 
human rights was predominant in the past few years. Today this is changing and the discourse 
on the protection of judicial independence has become a priority. The attack on the judiciary, 
according to Selanec, comes from executive and legislative authorities; a process that 
undermines constitutional democracy which does not exist without an effective division of 
power. He stated that from February 2018 to December 2019 there have been only seven 
important verdicts concerning the independence of the judiciary, a number which is extremely 
low. He argues that citizens need to be subjected to value-based legal regulations, not partial 
solutions. The attack on the rule of law is easiest by attacking the courts; when mutual trust 
disappears the rule of law ceases to function.  

Josip Kregar from the Faculty of Law at the University of Zagreb had a presentation on 
populism and the rule of law. Populism grows in accordance with the growth of social 
uncertainty and anxiety. In Croatia we want to keep the judicial independence, but those who 
work in the justice system want to use their independence for their own interests. Changing 
this is impossible without internal resistance which is currently lacking. Populism, as such, 
relies on social regression, said Kregar, and believes that it can further grow with new 
communication channels for example social networks which makes those ideas easy to 
spread. Democratic institutions and their design are partially responsible for the growth of 
populism. The last presentation on the first panel was by Ivana Krstulović Baković from the 
SUNCE Association. She spoke about environmental protection, which is no longer a 
theoretical human right, but it is increasingly manifested as a legal issue. Nowadays, we are 
witnessing environmental protection as a human right becoming established as a public-law 
interest. Citizens and civil society organizations should serve as the „voice“ of the environment 
and nature. Krstulović Baković noted that education of public officials and administrative court 
judges is needed, as well as raising awareness in society of the legal principles of 
environmental protection. She reiterated that environmental and nature protection is based 
on the precautionary principle. 

Marco Giugni of the University of Geneva had the introductory presentation on the second 
panel on participation. He framed participation as a fundamental part of citizenship and 
democracy. He explained six forms of participation: electoral, institutional, consumerist, 
volunteer, protest and digital. Election participation remains the most prevalent form, 
according to a 2017 survey, while protest participation is in second palace. Street 
demonstrations, as a type of participation, have become a legitimate way to participate, but 
the increasing digitalization of participation is also present. Citizens who feel responsibility 
and duty and have a conventional view of participation, remain the most active. 

Karlo Kralj from the Scuola Normale Superiore in Italy and the Faculty of Political Science in 
Zagreb spoke about the Disobedient Democracy project, which included four case studies of 
research into protest behavior in Spain, Portugal, Croatia and Serbia. The project detected and 
coded protests covered in daily newspaper from each of the countries listed. The results 



                                                                                            
 

        
 

showed that in Spain and Portugal mobilization was co-organized by trade unions and new 
actors in the public space, while in Croatia and Serbia the role of trade unions was much 
smaller. Petra Đurman from the Faculty of Law in Zagreb, emphasized public consultation as 
a form of public involvement in public policy-making. She spoke about the legal framework for 
public consultation created in Croatia. Since 2013, there has been a significant increase in the 
number of consultations conducted at the national level, while there is no official data on the 
number of consultations at the local and regional level. However, there is a problem with the 
small numbers of participants in public consultation. On average, there are ten participants 
and 26 comments at the national level and 0.5 participants and 0.8 comments at the local and 
regional level. 

The next speaker was Caroline Hornstein Tomić from Ivo Pilar Institute of Social Sciences. She 
believes that participation depends on a number of factors such as the place that the 
individual occupies in society, level of property ownership, place of residence. Knowledge and 
motivation should be the main incentives for participation, and it is often in the family where 
one learns the importance of politics and participation. Civic education should especially serve 
those who have not received it through the family or elsewhere and it should start at an early 
age. It is necessary to develop empathy and a sense of solidarity, and not to impose on young 
people the teachers’ own views or political thinking. This would contextualize civic education 
into society. Young people raise their voice through mobility and the programs that they 
participate in, not necessarily by voting. The last speaker was Nikola Puharić from the Youth 
Initiative for Human Rights. He began his presentation by stating that the European Union was 
founded on the ideas of peace and reconciliation. Today, there is a verbal conflict in society if 
we look more closely at the discourse of politicians, and this conflict is imposed on young 
generations. Puharić believes that today we do not have a critical view of what was happening 
in the past. For this reason, Youth Initiative for Human Rights launched youth exchange 
programs in the region to provide them with a platform for learning and participation. Young 
people today are afraid of participating in discussions about the past, but he notes that we are 
all responsible for the way we speak about the past. It is important that there are mechanisms 
for youth participation in all these social processes.  

During the discussion, Karlo Kralj said that citizens no longer see the purpose in participating. 
Furthermore, civil society organizations do not want to take part in the political conflict that 
is currently happening in Croatia and they consider their independence to be crucial. 
According to Kralj, we need to encourage citizens to participate with content, new discourse 
and values. We need to be able to produce new ideas. Petra Đurman claims that citizens are 
not motivated to take part in political and social life using the bottom-up approach, while 
Caroline Hornstein is worried by the rise of authoritarian tendencies in European societies. 
Goran Selanec warned that some of the decisions that political elites make can reduce the 
possibility of participation. He disagrees with Karlo Kralj and his thesis that content is the most 
important factor. In his opinion, the form in which we present our ideas is equally important. 
He gave the example of elections as form. He does not believe that citizens are willing to give 



                                                                                            
 

        
 

up their right to elect their representatives. If one is dissatisfied with the content, he is 
compelled to participate through form. Petra Đurman thinks that citizens will only participate 
in the case when their rights are abused. She underlined that we need to have more 
deliberative instruments. Rene Gulin from the political party SNAGA highlighted the problem 
of education; today there is no formal education through which young people can learn about 
the importance of participation. 

 

 

 


