
The European Citizens' Initiative was recently launched in Europe which I know you 
will go on to discuss. This new initiative allows EU citizens to participate directly in 
the development of EU policies by themselves, by calling on the commission to make 
a legislative proposal. An initiative has to be backed by minimum 1 million citizens 
from a minimum of 7 EU countries in, for instance, the fields of environment, 
agriculture, transport or public health. The ECI is evidence of how the fast developing 
digital age is strengthening democracy in Europe.  
 
Political debate is of course taking place on an even greater scale on social 
networking sites such as Twitter and Facebook. MPs and MEPs now use these sites to 
update the public on their political activities and interests (some update us on quite a 
lot more!) and their views on current affairs.   
 
The internet and ICT have the power to completely transform our economies by 
allowing companies to work more efficiently and so be more productive. In the same 
way, the internet and ICT can be powerful tools for democracy. They can change the 
relationship between governments and citizens for the better.  
 
European citizens benefit from a digital democracy. Firstly, MEPs use the internet to 
keep their constituents up to date on their work. My office updates my website 
regularly with information on my constituency work as well my work in Brussels. I 
am inundated with emails on a daily basis from constituents asking for help and 
advice and I do my best to solve the problems using my influence as an MEP. I also 
receive many emails and letters offering views on topical debates in Europe, all of 
which I take into account when I vote. This sort of swift communication and 
exchange of views would not be possible without the internet which has transformed 
the relationship between the Electors and the Elected, although some MEPs and MPs 
here are still grappling with the days of the typewriter, the last of which was made in 
the UK this week! 
 
Furthermore, with the news now being freely accessible online, people are becoming 
better informed on current affairs. A free media has always played an important role 
in supporting democracy in Britain and it is now more accessible than ever before and 
becoming increasingly so. A strong and free media is important for the UK. We have 
a great tradition of free press in our country and I hope that the Leveson Enquiry can 
rebuild public confidence in the press and strengthen the trust that we have in the 
media and in our politicians. 
 
Citizens are becoming more empowered as a result of this digital age which can only 
be a sign of a strengthening democracy. Everyday people are becoming more 
knowledgeable and are therefore able to make informed decisions on important 
matters ranging from their family's healthcare to travel. Beyond this, by putting public 
data online the government is becoming more and more transparent and so more 
accountable which again works in the people's favour. 
 
We must, however, be careful. This modern 'open-data' approach is not 
straightforward. Security and the protection of privacy are very topical at the moment. 
The government must be in a position to guarantee where appropriate that online 
communications are secure and that they do not violate people's privacy. Much of my 
work in Brussels recently has been focusing on the issue of Data Protection.  



 
I am a Shadow Rapporteur on both the Regulation and the Directive which are going 
through Parliamentary scrutiny at the moment. The Justice and Home Affairs (LIBE) 
Committee is leading on this and the early indications are that a high level of data 
protection for citizens is gaining much support amongst Members. The approach we 
are taking will set new standards for all businesses, not just Facebook and Google. 
The new regime will reverse the burden of proof - now it will be companies who will 
have to justify why they need to retain our data (and not the other way round as is 
common now). 
 
This will, I'm sure, have a very positive impact on consumer confidence. There is still 
statistical data which shows that people are still afraid to do business on the internet 
which is a shame. The online experience worries a lot of us - because we're not truly 
confident that the data we use (banking information, personal details etc.) is really 
safe.  
 
We need to make sure that we, as consumers, have the ability to know what is being 
held and choose where and by whom it is stored. With the event of cloud computing, 
more and more of our data is stored in the ether. We need to be confident that we can 
control that. 
 
As I say, I expect that higher standards will foster greater confidence in the system. If 
we can do that, people are more likely to embrace the internet as a place of 
information exchange. This is of utmost importance for by being online governments 
can function more efficiently, which is of course to the great benefit of citizens. 
Everything can be done more quickly and cheaply online such as tax returns and the 
registering of businesses which at a time when funds are short is especially welcome. 
Switching to E-Procurement, for instance, could save 100 billion Euros a year!  
 
The internet allows for a greater freedom of expression. The basis of democracy is the 
ability to criticise and challenge and online tools help to promote this. Social media 
tools such as Facebook and Twitter for instance allow people to share their political 
views in a very public way often to great effect. This has shown itself to be powerful 
in actually bringing democracy about - the Egyptian Revolution 2011 being a prime 
example. In a country that is already an established democracy, the internet, social 
media etc can only serve to strengthen it.   
 
 
In this age of digital democracy, it is clear that our public services need to improve. 
There are still too many regions in the UK which do not have high-speed broadband. 
This is an absolute priority and we are working with the UK government to make 
these improvements. We had a meeting with Maria Miller in London earlier in the 
month. I have also personally been supporting the campaign for high speed broadband 
in North Yorkshire, my constituency. Getting better broadband services to rural areas 
will allow businesses in the region to flourish. On a greater European scale, we are 
working in Brussels on improving cross border digital services in order to create a 
Digital Single Market - an e-EU! These are great challenges with new and important 
responsibilities for legislators and a new and exciting opportunity for citizens. This is 
why the ECI is so relevant and important as part of the democratic process.  
 


