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Dear Yves:

I am deeply troubled by the fact that recent
debates about the European Union and its
“democratic deficit” seem disconnected
from empirical data and scholarly analysis
about what Europeans actually think about
the EU, what they really want from it, and
how they act politically. This is not just true
of popular views and journalistic accounts,
as one might expect, but of the work by our
most thoughtful public intellectuals and pol-
iticians, such as Jiirgen Habermas, Joschka
Fischer, Simon Hix, and Andrew Duff.

Most of these thinkers believe the Europe suf-
fers from a “democratic deficit”--that is, that
the institutions of the European Union are less
“democratic” than those of its member states.
Nearly all who hold this view believe one or
more of six “myths” about Europe: First, Brus-
sels increasingly dominates national politics.
Second, overwhelming numbers of powerful
EU officials act secretly and without proper
procedural controls. Third, EU decision-mak-
ing is electorally unaccountable. Fourth, recent
negative referendum votes have expressed fun-
damental public dissatisfaction with the EU
and its policies. Fifth, the EU is disliked and
mistrusted by Europeans because it allows less
direct public participation in politics than na-
tional institutions. Sixth, voters fail to partici-
pate actively in EU politics because its institu-
tions discourage or disallow them from doing
so. For these reasons, many people believe Eu-
rope is structurally “undemocratic”--and that
this has sparked a crisis in European politics.

As I have argued in recent research, each of
these claims is empirically false. The EU re-

mains under the constant, tight control of
27 powerful and democratic member states,
backed by a directly elected European Parlia-
ment. Because European publics and their
governments want it to be so, only a small
and stable portion of national laws (9-15%)
originate in Brussels. With every law scruti-
nized by 27 directly elected governments, a
directly-elected European Parliament, plus
the technocratic Commission, EU decision-
making is by necessity slower, more transpar-
ent, and more democratically accountable to
broader constituencies than in its individual
member states. Every member state gets a say,
not only because EU directives must pass by
a high 60-70% vote, but because in practice
they are generally passed by consensus, tak-
ing minority concerns into account. Moreo-
ver, any member state can at any time choose
to have its national parliament approve all
EU votes, as do Denmark and Sweden. The
EU remains weak, with no police, no army, a
limited mandate, an administration no larger
than that of a small city (only 6,000 actually
make decisions), and disposition of a minis-
cule portion (2%) of European public finance.
Almost all laws and rules are therefore imple-
mented in a decentralized fashion by Italian,
French, German and other national officials.
The few exceptions of more “insulated” deci-
sions—such as the decisions of the European
Court of Justice, European Central Bank,
regulatory authorities—are the sort found in
every national system.

Contrary to lurid tabloid headlines and the
claims of extreme right- and left-wing Eu-
roskeptics, there is no evidence of a popu-
lar backlash against the EU. Polls reveal that
Europeans trust and like EU political institu-
tions more than their own national political
institutions. Integration remains popular. Is
lack of participation a public concern? No.
In fact, polls show citizens across nearly all
European countries trust and like insulated
political institutions like courts and regu-
lators (national or European) more than
“democratic” ones like legislatures and elect-
ed politicians. Whatever problems the pub-
lic perceives in modern political institutions,
lack of “democracy” is evidently not one of
them. What of the recent referenda? Exit
polls and voting behavior studies reveal that
up to 80-90% of negative votes in Ireland,
France, and the Netherlands were motivated
not by any coherent critique of the EU but
by protest voting against national govern-
ments, false beliefs about the EU, or outright
ignorance. For example, over 40% of Irish
“no” voters admit they opposed the Lisbon
treaty because they had no idea what was
in it, while another 25% opposed it because
anti-Lisbon treaty groups spent millions to
convince them that the EU could institute

a military draft, ban abortion, and do other
things it cannot and will never do.

Finally—and very importantly—the primary
reason why Europeans abuse referendums to
debate irrelevant issues, why they decline to
debate the EU in national elections, and why
they fail to show any enthusiasm for Euro-
parliamentary elections, is not because EU
institutions in any way impede their demo-
cratic participation. It is because the EU
stays away from the areas voters care about
enough to motivate intense political par-
ticipation. These issues, the same in every
European country, are social welfare, fiscal
policy, health care, pensions, education, em-
ployment policy, law and order, and such.
Europeans want these issues to stay national,
and the EU has respected their wish. But
the result is that intense democratic debate
by necessity remains national as well. When
one compels Europeans to debate EU issues,
about nearly all of which they care very little,
the result is not an enlightened ideal deliber-
ation. As the Irish referendum demonstrates,
it is chaos. In short, the problem today is not
that Europeans are angry at Europe; it is that
they are apathetic. No institutional reform
can change this basic fact.

Thus the best arrangement for Europe--in any
case, the only feasible one in the real world--is
the existing one. Italians, Swedes, Lithuanians
and 24 national publics vote for national gov-
ernments they trust on the basis of issues they
care about, and those national governments
support corresponding policies in Brussels.
The directly-elected European Parliament
serving as a secondary democratic conduit.
The overall result of this hybrid system is, in
fact, to make the EU both transparent and
very responsive to public pressure--as illus-
trated by the outcome of recent policies in ex-
ceptional areas of modest public concern, like
services deregulation, genetically modified
foods, and the WTO Doha Round, where the
views of leaders and technocrats have been
trumped by popular pressures. If Europeans
do not like the results, they can vote their na-
tional governments or Euro-parliamentarians
out of office, just as they do with non-Euro-
pean issues.

My plea is aimed at those who favor facts
over myths, pragmatic over utopian concep-
tions of democracy, and a Europe that works
today over idealistic conceptions of future
federalism. And so, as you are one of Europe’s
leading empirical political scientists, but also
now—as Rector of the European University
Institute—a practical man of politics, I hope
that you will be touched by the spirit of this
critique.

Andy







