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Ladies en gentlemen,  

Dear Friends, 

1 October is the 25th birthday of the International Day of the Older Persons. Worldwide 

attention is given to the phenomenon that we all know: we are ageing. This is an individual 

development and I hope and wish you could all become ‘experience experts’. However,... if 

we are all getting older, and especially if the younger generation grows less strongly, then this 

‘increasing life expectancy’ is not only an individual, but also a worldwide  demographic and 

social development. How do we respond as a society to the economic, social and health 

questions associated with a society of great longevity? And therefore too: what does it mean 

on a political level? That is a question that should not only concern parties in the sense of 

‘how can we win and keep the votes of a growing group of older persons?’ The question is 

more diverse. For the policy makers it also means: how can we implement a policy in which 

older persons feel at home, in other words, how can we create an ‘age friendly’ policy? But 

also society as a whole and especially seniors themselves are invited to look at how older 

persons – how ‘we’, as I may say – can improve the participation in the social and political 

life. If scientists and think thanks give us a hand to shed light on these questions, we 

obviously have every reason to be happy and grateful.  

1. That is why I want to start my speech with a word of thanks. The way that we have 

gone with this project was for me and our organization, very fascinating. Just before 

the elections last year we conducted a small survey in our member organizations on 

their view and commitment to the European Parliament elections. I want to touch on 

that most of these organizations are affiliated with parties that are members of the 

European People's Party, and that others are independent for several reasons. After the 

initial internal findings and discussions, we ‘transferred’, in a sense, the question 

asked to a broader study about the place and involvement of older people in the recent 
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European elections. We were particularly pleased that Professor Steven Van Hecke 

was attentive to our request and thought it was worthwhile to go along with us on our 

way. I am particularly grateful that the Martens Centre included our request in its 

research. I thank the young researchers Lawrence Cappelle and Gilles Pittoors. The 

conversations with them and Prof. Steven Van Hecke were very enriching as 

‘intergenerational’ encounters.  

2. Secondly, I want to make a comment to the results of the research. As I said, I 

appreciate the work that has been done a lot. The researchers know however, better 

than anyone, that the present data and the method of collecting the data also imply 

their limitations. As a result of the research process, we often only look at the 

averages. Although we know that regional differences, the influence of the economic 

crisis, cultural traditions and knowledge of European integration also have an effect on 

opinions and attitudes  and the involvement in European affairs. I hope that the results 

of this research may trigger further research. Not only by the researchers of this study, 

but I hope it will also stimulate others. Lately, and rightly, a lot of action has been 

taken and a lot of research has been done on the involvement of young people, or to 

put it better, to their tenacity in refusing to play along in the given ‘political game’. 

However, I also believe that seniors deserve to receive attention. As pointed out: they 

experienced the development of the EU. They often have a good knowledge of the 

functioning of the EU. And yet, even they lost enthusiasm and confidence. This 

deserves research and attention. 

3. That brings me to a third point around which, according to me, it really revolves in 

this research and in our ESU functioning: participation and in particular, political 

participation. Participation is one of the five principles, besides independence, care, 

self-fulfilment and dignity, of the ‘United Nations Principles for Older Persons’ 

adopted by  the General Assembly on 16 December 1991 as resolution 46/91.
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Participation in society is, to my opinion, as vital for people as breathing for the 

human body. Participation in political life, the right to vote,... Generations of men and 

women fought for it... Why do they make so little use of it? Why do they not 

experience this participation as a source of joy? The researchers will tell me that 

seniors are the best participants in elections. Who leave other groups, especially young 

people, behind them. 

Ladies and gentlemen, good friends: should we be satisfied with an average 

participation rate of 51 percent?
2
 Knowing that the participation rate is much lower in 

many member states. The reasons for this non-participation – which is in addition 

lower than the one for national, regional and local elections – are diverse. On young 

people and their disinterest in elections there is a lot of research, whereas there is 

hardly any on seniors. Do we not want to know?  Do we not think it is worth it for 

seniors? Can we blame this absenteeism solely on the citizens? With me, you know 

that is not the case. For this turn-off, this distrust, this indifference, this not joining in 

breathing, in the public and political context, politicians and society as a whole are 

also responsible. I have the speech of Herman Van Rompuy here in mind, when he 

received the International Charlemagne Prize in 2014. He asked the rhetorical 

question: “How is it possible that people now see Europe as a reason they feel 
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powerless and without a say – whereas it was precisely conceived to make them 

stronger and regain a grip on their own history?’
3
 How is it possible? How is it 

possible ?... that this other president, Jean-Claude Juncker, had to call in the 

Parliament on the European citizens to remember their history, a history of a difficult 

search for cooperation and integration, of solidarity and democracy.
4
 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, good friends, I think that the time in which we live invites us to take 

this study, which I am very happy with, not as a simple starting point for some pragmatic 

questions like: how can we gain more votes on the next occasion and in particularly for centre 

and centre-right parties? With this division between right and left, I have had difficulties since 

my student days, and therefore I will certainly not start a discussion about it right now. THE 

fundamental question of participation of citizens, of which only a few aspects were dealt with 

in this research, certainly transcends the left and right classification and applies to all parties 

and all associations and bodies that want to enable participation, the social-political breathing. 

 

As European Seniors’ Union we make a small contribution to that. We, this means  all 

volunteers in different member states that work across language and cultural differences to 

enable participation in an ever-changing context. Therefore, in conclusion, I thank the many 

enthusiastic seniors in our own ESU. Their commitment and active citizenship are at the basis 

of our political action and of this publication. I hope they, each in their own place and their 

member state, and men and women of all generations, will find inspiration in reading this 

publication. 
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