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HAS THE EU TOO MUCH OR TOO LITTLE DEMOCRACY-OR BOTH?

Professor RICHARD ROSE

There are two contrasting explanations for the limited commitment of Europe’s
citizens to the European Union (EU). The charge most often made at the national level
is that EU institutions are not accountable to EU citizens and there is therefore a
democratic deficit. The resistance of national governments to initiatives for
strengthening the EU’s powers has led Brussels policymakers to charge that national
governments pay too much attention to the citizens that democratically choose them
and not enough attention to the EU’s goal of an ever closer Union.

National democracy presents challenges to the EU in many different ways.
Parties are accountable to their voters and the economic austerity policies of the EU are
unpopular with national electorates. This creates problems for the French president,
who is being pushed by Brussels to cut public spending, and being pushed by his own
party to protect the budget of France from cuts. Governments are accountable to their
parliaments, forcing the British prime minister to make demands for the return of EU
powers to London in order to satisfy his MPs. The courts can strike down or impose
cautions on what national governments do at the EU level, as courts in Portugal and
Germany have demonstrated.

The European Union is vulnerable to the charge that it has a democratic deficit
because it has only two of the three essential characteristics of democracy. Its
institutions impose checks and balances on each other and are subject to the rule of
law. However, a third essential is missing: Europe’s citizens cannot hold Europe’s
government directly accountable at the ballot box.

The result is an imbalance between popular commitment to EU and national
decisions. At the European Council, national governments represent states with the
plenipotentiary powers to bind their country to treaties that expand the EU’s powers far



into the future. EU treaties are the equivalent of constitutional commitments; virtually
every member state requires special provisions to modify its national constitution.
Treaties are agreed at the EU level by member states and ratified by national
parliaments. Few states hold referendums on EU treaties; thus, from 72% to 99% of EU
citizens have not had a vote on treaties creating an ever closer Union. Treaty
commitments cannot be justified by a national government reminding its citizens that a
majority have given their approval.

These imbalances would not matter if elected representatives held views that
matched those of their citizens, but this is not the case. EU treaties presuppose that all
member states are committed to an ever closer Union. However, opinion polls show that
the median EU citizen favours keeping the EU as it is rather than supporting either an
ever closer union or the opposite, repatriating EU powers to member states.

The imbalance between politicians and citizens is greater still in the European
Parliament. Five-sixths of MEPs favour more integration, but only half those who vote in
an EP election agree with the views of their MEPs. Votes are given because of national
party loyalties and interests without regard to EU policies. However, the eurozone
economic crisis is beginning to dissolve the line separating national from European
issues. A surge in votes for protest parties at the 2014 election would make the
European Parliament more representative of the divisions among Europe’s citizens, but
challenge the consensus within the European Parliament that an ever closer Union is
desirable.

Technocratic measures dealing with the eurozone crisis tilt the balance toward
more powers being claimed by EU institutions with less democratic accountability. The
budgets prepared by national governments are now subject to review by the supra-
national European Commission. Commitments embodied in documents called treaties
but not popularly ratified give the Commission the power to tell an elected government
to reduce spending and/or raise taxes to bring its budget within EU rules. Doing so will
impose immediate and visible costs nationally with a more or less distant promise of
benefits. Refusal can result in an unco-operative government being fined many millions
of euros. The EU’s authority over national budgets can be justified as necessary to
save the eurozone. However, in national elections the issue is national. Voters have a
chance to endorse or reject the government in the light of what it has done for the
country. A governing party that was responsible for an economic crisis can be turned
out of office, as happened in Ireland. But a government responsible for introducing EU
policies to deal with the crisis can also be turned out of office by its country’s voters, as
has happened in Italy.



The challenge that eurozone rules present to democratic accountability cannot
be disposed of merely by European Parliament Groups nominating candidates for the
presidency of the European Commission. The Commission president is not the key
decision-maker for eurozone policy. Power has now passed to supra-national
technocrats in the European Commission and to heads of national governments in the
European Council, especially the head of the major lender state, Germany, and the
heads of major debtor states in the Mediterranean, of which there are an increasing
number.

The problem of democratic accountability could be eased by stability policies that
quickly produced economic growth. National governments could then claim credit for the
popular consequences of unpopular austerity measures. According to the EU’s own
calculations, this is not likely to happen. Sustained austerity without success would
leave a national government vulnerable an EU fine of hundreds of millions of euros and
to rejection by its national electorate.

Alternatively, the conflict between national and EU policies could be resolved by
technocrats accepting the failure of their prescriptions. This could be done by replacing
fines with fudge, that is, changing the target for budget deficit from three percent to a
vaguer goal, such as a falling deficit, and lengthening the number of years before a goal
need be met. As and when Commission officials realize that their targets are
impossible to achieve in the current state of the world economy, they will have to
tolerate national governments deciding their own budgets on terms that are both
economically practicable and can be successfully defended when the government is
held to account by its national electorate.

Richard Rose is author of “Representing Europeans: a pragmatic approach” (Oxford
University Press) and director of the Centre for the Study of Public Policy at the
University of Strathclyde Glasgow.



