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• Is there resistance of small states within the EU or outside the EU? 
• Which state is small? What defines the size of a state? Does small equal weak? 
• How can we adapt democracy to the transnational challenges of devising 

common actions in the field of interdependence due to globalisation?  
 
Is there resistance by small states within or outside the EU? 
 
Albania just asked for EU membership, negotiations with Croatia are ongoing, Serbia is 
trying to meet the criteria, Montenegro is a candidate country, Bosnia-Herzegovina and 
FYRO Macedonia are waiting in the wings. Iceland will soon decide whether to apply 
now for membership.  I would qualify them as “small” countries, all of them are eager to 
become a member of the European Union – if there is resistance then there is resistance 
within the EU to enlarge further, at least in a speedy manner. 
 
These days we also remember that 20 years ago the Iron Curtain fell, in November 1989, 
symbol of the divided Europe, the Berlin Wall fell. What was the endeavour, the goal of 
all the countries which regained their independence? To join first NATO for security 
reasons and then to join the EU. In 2004, only small countries with the exception of 
Poland joined, after having undergone a severe, demanding and costly adaptation and 
reform programme, supported by the EU’s pre-accession strategy. In 2007 Bulgaria and 
Romania followed, two more small countries. 
 
At the cradle of the Union there were six countries, three large – G, F, I – and three small 
BENELUX. Why did the latter not fear to join the former? Because the EU was from the 
outset based on law and positively discriminated in favour of smaller countries – a 
principle which is today still part of the European construction which I shall demonstrate 
with a few examples: 
 
As we are approaching the elections of the European Parliament (EP), let me start with 
the EP: 
 
Germany, the most populous Member State (MS) with 16,5% of the total population of 
the EU, sends 99 Members of the European Parliament (MEP) to Strasbourg, which 
corresponds to only 12,6% of the total number of MEPs. That is minus 3,9% if you 
compare the size of the population with the MEPs sent. 
 
The UK, representing 12,3% of the EU population holds 9,9% of the MEPs. 
 
Austria, which has a share of  1,7% of the population, sends 18 MEPs, which amounts to 
2,3% of the MEPs, a positive discrimination of 0,6%. 
 
This trend is even more pronounced with Luxembourg whose 6 MEPs represent 0,8% of 
the total number of MEPs, although the population of Luxembourg only forms tinny 
0,1% of the EU population.1 

                                                 
1 Own calculations based on http://www.epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu and http://www.europarl.europa.eu  

http://www.epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/
http://www.epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/
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I believe you got the point. 
You are part of those who – wrongly – think the EP is irrelevant and therefore the 
example is not valid? 
 
Let us look at the Council of Ministers, the other decision making organ of the EU. 
 
Again, Germany with 16.5% of the EU population has 29 votes in the Council, which 
corresponds to 8,4% of the voting rights, a negative spread of 8,1%. 
 
The case of the UK is similar: same amount of votes and same percentage of voting rights 
as Germany, 29 and 8,4% respectively, although there are 21 m. fewer British citizens 
than Germans. Negative spread of 3,9%. 
 
Austria, 10 votes, has 2,9% of the voting power, although only representing 1,7% of the 
EU’ total population, positive spread of 1,2%. 
 
Finally Luxembourg again: 4 votes are the equivalent of 1,16% of the voting rights 
despite a share of the population of only 0,1%, positive spread of 1,06%.2 
 
Furthermore, the share attributed to each Member State is calibrated in a way to make 
sure that neither a coalition of small nor big states can form a majority to dominate the 
other side. 
 
All MS so long had the right to preside over the Union for six months – the only chance 
for small countries to indulge in international fame which normally reflects positively on 
national pride: think of the successful EU presidencies of Austria and Slovenia to recall 
only the most recent ones. In the case of Luxembourg PM Junker likes to say that the 
world only knows of the existence of Luxembourg because of its membership in the EU. 
 
Last but not least, the so called ‘community method’ which grants the Commission the 
exclusive right to make legal proposals in the area of Community competence based on  
European interest, rules out the dominance of national interests over European interest, 
the interest of one or a few over the others. Furthermore, the rule of law assured by an 
independent court allows decisions in the court room instead of battle fields in case of 
differences which cannot be settled politically. 
 
Not convinced? 
 
What is small, what makes small big? 
 
If all Member States, irrespective of geographical size, population, economic strength, 
may nominate one commissioner to the College of the Commission, isn’t this positive 
discrimination in favour of small states? 
                                                 
2 Own calculations based on http://www.epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu and 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/showPage.aspx?id=242&lang=EN  

http://www.epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/showPage.aspx?id=242&lang=EN
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/showPage.aspx?id=242&lang=EN
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If all Member States without any distinction, hold the right to veto in essential matters, 
isn’t this favouring the small and medium sized states over the larger ones? 
 
Let us step back and reflect for a moment on what makes a small state small? 
 
Is it geographical surface, the number of inhabitants, the total GDP, the GDP per capita, 
the size of the financial market, the share in world exports or investment, the soft power 
of culture? 
 
Let us look for the sake of argument at Switzerland: 
With 41.300 square km it plays in the league of the Netherlands, Denmark, Estonia and 
Slovakia. Austria is already twice as big, like Portugal and Hungary.  
 
Ranked by GDP Switzerland holds position 21, the Netherlands position 16, Denmark 
position 29, Estonia position 93, Slovakia position 58, Austria is 25th, Sweden 22nd and so 
on. 
 
Expressed in GDP per capita Switzerland improves its ranking from 21 to 7, Austria is 
12th, the Netherlands is 9th, Denmark is 16th, Sweden is 17th, Slovakia is 40th and Estonia 
is 43rd3. 
 
In terms of exports, CH holds position 28, much larger Poland holds position 24, Brazil 
position 20th (Czech Republic 30th, Turkey 31st, Denmark 34th, Slovakia 42nd)4. 
 
Switzerland is the second most important economic partner of the EU, if you take trade 
and investment together, after the US and before China and Japan. Small seems to be 
beautiful! 
 
Measured the income from tourism Switzerland is on 15th position5. 
 
We all know that Switzerland was arguing recently forcefully that it should have been 
invited to the G20 meeting because it is the 7th largest financial centre of the world. 
 
So who is big, who is small? 
 
You might argue we are barking up the wrong tree? 
Do you think resistance against the EU comes from the Netherlands, Ireland and France 
– the latter not really a small country by any measure – because they have rejected the 
Draft European Constitution and the Treaty of Lisbon respectively? 
 
Let us check the latest EUROSTAT survey6: 

                                                 
3 International Monetary Fund IMF 2008 
4 CIA World Factbook 2008,  https://www.cia.gov  
5 UNWTO 2008, http://data.un.org/  
6 Eurobarometer 70, Autumn 2008, http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/index_en.htm  

https://www.cia.gov/
http://data.un.org/
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/index_en.htm
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Generally speaking 53% of European citizens think that membership is a good thing, only 
15% think it is a bad thing. 8 out of 10 Dutch think that EU membership is good for the 
country – the survey covers the second half of 2008. 
 
The financial and economic crisis pushed the positive attitude towards the EU upwards: 
biggest jump is registered in Austria, plus 11%, followed by the Netherlands and Finland 
plus 6%.  
 
Similarly the appreciation of the Euro increased strongly, it is perceived as an anchor in 
the storm – Hungary would be ready to introduce it the day before yesterday, Poland 
developed quickly a plan to be ready sooner than planned…… 
 
A majority of European citizens thinks the EU allows them to participate in the process 
of globalisation and by a smaller margin they think the EU protects them from the 
negative effects of globalisation – about one third disagrees. 
 
Concerning the sensitive issue of enlargement, nearly half of the citizens agree that the 
EU was strengthened through the process (48%) while 36% hold the opposite view that 
the EU was weakened.  
 
The point of these arguments is to put the small-big, weak-strong discussion in 
perspective. In today’s Europe, size is no longer measured in the size of the army, its 
equipment, training …. Influence is measured in terms of participation in decision 
making processes, in being part of networks, in making oneself heard in regional or 
international organisations as many policies can no longer be executed effectively in a 
political, legal or factual void:  
 
If Switzerland were to miraculously reduce its output of CO2 to zero, the effect on 
climate change would be zero. The largest stimulus package of the economy would not 
be very effective if the economies in partner countries would not take off too – it might 
be a truism but exports without an importer who pays for them is not a viable concept. An 
export driven economy needs strong and healthy partners – we have learned that beggar-
my-neighbour-policies is a recipe for disaster and not for success.  
 
Therefore it comes as no surprise that in 19 out of 27 MS the majority of the people 
regards the promotion of the EU economy as the most important goal to be realised by 
the EU in order to achieve a higher standard of living. This is presently the top priority 
assigned to the EU by its citizens, followed by preserving peace and stability. 
 
In both areas the EU has taken actions, collectively and individually. Collectively the 
various national rescue and stimulus packages were coordinated to assure that they are 
mutually supportive, that they don’t serve national interest over European ones. In the 
latter case the European Commission had to intervene at various occasions to avoid “buy 
national” campaigns or to ensure that no restrictive strings which hamper the single 



 6

market were attached to these packages. The Commission has added 5 bn Euro of its own 
budget to stimulate the European economy. 
 
The EU has also taken the lead in the run up to the first G20 in Washington in November 
2008 in presenting an approach on how to tackle the world financial crisis, a momentum 
it could preserve for the April meeting this year. 
 
Concerning peace and security, EU enlargement, supported by the European 
Neighbourhood Policy are key elements on the European continent. Since 2007 the EU 
takes the lead in the fight against climate change, an important policy field neglected by 
the Bush Administration. Signs are that there will be a policy change of the new US 
administration and that the UN Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen stands a 
better chance of success.  
 
In giving the CO2 example of Switzerland earlier on, I have made it clear that these are 
areas where to go it alone does not lead to a solution and small states profit relatively 
more from a positive outcome because the return on limited efforts is larger. 
 
What is the punch line? 
 
Luckily in today’s international relations and especially in Europe as a region, it is not the 
physical size of a country, whether measured in geography, population, armies or else…. 
which determines its ‘size’ in terms of influence: intellectual power, soft power, cultural 
elements, education, R&D, participation in networks, international organisations … and 
many more features are the constitutive elements of sizer. 
 
The trend to regionalisation as a sort of counter movement to globalisation attributes 
importance to well organised and more integrated regions, the EU leads Europe being the 
prime example. This allows states to compete on many fields, but to avoid the battle 
field; there is no need for this anymore, at least not in Europe. Thus, all the fields I 
referred to are not directly linked to size of a country, but to its intellectual capacity, its 
internal organisation and administration, its social and political cohesion. Being part of 
the EU or cooperating closely with the EU as it is the case of Switzerland, allows small 
and medium sized countries to play a larger role than commensurate with its power 
measured in traditional terms; within the region and trough the regional organisation 
world wide, in International Relations we refer to this as “inter-regionalism”.  
 
If you look at the European integration process over the last fifty and some years, it 
shows a solid upwards trend, moving from the European Communities to the European 
Community to the European Union including the Euro. It is comparable to a share – 
presently you might be happy if you don’t have too many of them but if you look at the 
last twenty years, the yield is much better than if you look at it today in a isolated 
manner.  
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That should give us hope for integration process and for the role of small and medium 
sized states within the EU: They gain in pooling sovereignty to achieve common goals to 
whose formation each and every Member State can and may contribute. 
 
At the risk that you might think that I am wearing rosy or pink glasses today, the issue in 
today’s discussion about the future role of Europe and its future in the world is not 
anchored in the dichotomy of small and large, but rather in finding answers and suitable 
institutional arrangements to tackle the challenges of today, like the supply of energy and 
energy security, like climate change, like narrowing the gap between rich and poor, the 
healthy and the sick. To this end we need new modes of cooperation, new tools and a 
forward and not backward looking attitude. In this respect President Obama probably hit 
the right cord with the American people in not only advocating change, but also 
exhorting them to optimism – the famous ‘yes we can’.  
 
By now you must think that the EU is the paradise on earth and you might be tempted to 
start arguing that even if this all were true, the EU remains a bureaucratic super-structure, 
undemocratic, uncontrolled and uncontrollable, deciding over the heads of the citizens.  
 
Transnational democracy 
 
That brings me to the last part of my reflections: Can we develop new forms of 
cooperation in a transnational and no longer just national setting? How can we assure 
the participation of the people in this new environment? How can we assure that 
democracy is firmly anchored not only on the national but also on the European level? 
 
At the heart of the discussion or controversy of democracy or the lack of it in the EU, are 
the institutions of the European Union.  
 
Thanks to one of the core principles of the Union, the principle of legality as an 
expression of the rule of law, institutions of the Union play an essential role: not only in 
the development of the Union but also when it comes to democracy and control.  
 
Therefore the reform of the institutions of the EU has become a pressing problem. Since 
the beginning, the institutions have only been marginally adapted. Consequently, the 
reform of the institutions figured prominently in the Constitutional Treaty and in the 
Treaty of Lisbon, the latter in danger after the Irish ‘no’, still awaiting ratification by all 
Member States. 
 
In the past, in order to keep it operational, there were only a few institutional reforms, 
such as the additions of the consultative organisations, the Committee of the Regions, the 
Economic and Social Committee and the reorganisation of the European Court of Justice. 
 
When discussing or criticising the EU it is often overlooked that the EU is NOT a state 
but an association of states. This means that states remain not only the constituent parts 
of the Union but also to a large extent the masters of the show. Churchill’s famous call of 
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Zürich to build the United States of Europe was an important wake up call and impetus at 
the time but has never become the official programme of European integration.  
 
Last November, I listened to Romano Prodi, former two times Italian PM and President 
of the EC when he delivered his commemorative Churchill speech here in Zürich. He 
called for a change of paradigm once the Irish problem was solved: first, introduce 
majority voting as the rule. Secondly, abolish the possibility that one could vote 
negatively or reject projects cost free e.g. without having to face the consequences. In his 
mind, in case of a negative vote, people should be aware of the consequences they would 
have to bear - whatever they are. In the Irish case, the Irish people should have been 
asked at the same time whether they are prepared to leave the Union in case of a negative 
referendum. 
 
Returning to the association of states: the profile, the yardstick to check whether the 
democratic element and the control mechanisms are adequate has to be different for a 
regular state or for a federation, a association of sovereign states or states linked by a 
FTA. 
Montesquieu certainly did not have the EU in mind when he was writing his 
philosophical tractandum on the separation of powers. 
 
In order to avoid any misunderstandings: This does not mean that democracy should not 
play an important role in the EU; on the contrary, it already plays an important role in a 
double sense:  
 
First, only democratic states may join the EU – indirect legitimisation - and secondly, the 
EU as an institution is built on the principles of freedom, democracy, respect of human 
rights and freedoms and the rule of law – principles to which all member states of the EU 
have to adhere (cf. Art 6.1 EUT).  The non-respect of these principles may be punished 
(Art. 7 EUT)7.  
 
The Treaty of Lisbon would have a chapter on democratic principles clarifying the 
situation in the interest of all. However, already the Copenhagen criteria of 1993 clearly 
spell out that only those states can join the EU who not only adhere but also implement 
the rule of law, respect for democracy and human rights and a market economy. This 
allowed enlarging the area of democracy and the associated principle of the rule of law to 
Eastern Europe. This commitment is not taken lightly: The EU MS Bulgaria and 
Romania are specially monitored by the EC to assure effective implementation of the 
commitments entered into. 
 
Let us now briefly reflect on the notion of “democracy”. The idealistic core of 
democracy is the ‘people’ and therefore direct democracy, the rule by the people for the 
people. In the case of direct democracy, people exercise power directly without any filter. 

                                                 
7 This provision is based on the experience with Austria, a EU-MS put under political sanctions by 14 other 
states which also happened to be EU-MS. However, neither this issue nor the concerns because of the 
participation of a populist right party nor the boycott were raised within the institutional framework of the 
EU. 
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However, the complexity of societies, of the economy and of the political systems lead to 
the fact that not all people can do everything, deal with everything and understand 
everything. This was one of the main reasons to introduce the indirect, the representative 
democracy. Thus, people exercise their power indirectly through their elected 
representatives. Even Switzerland had to abolish direct democracy with the exception of 
only two very small cantons, Appenzell and Glarus – whose Landsgemeinde I had the 
honour to attend, Glarus only last weekend. 
 
As explained at length, the size of a country or countries is not an argument in this 
debate: Because of the negative experience during the 2nd Reich, nowadays German 
Basic Law does not provide for a referendum – could one therefore jump to the 
conclusion that Germany is not a democratic country? The underlying danger Germany 
wants to address is that democratic instruments could be used to hollow out and 
eventually terminate democracy. Unchecked democracy could endanger the rights of 
minorities, lead to the exclusion of groups from the political process (and therefore to 
their radicalisation) or to a dominance of one group over another which we call 
“oligarchy” in political theory.  
 
Democracy makes use primarily of three instruments 

• a referendum on a specific issue,  
• a motion to activate the political system and 
• thirdly, elections. 

 
There is no referendum at the European level, while the technical difficulties of 
organising one for half a billion EU citizens would be a formidable challenge, it is not 
(yet) part of European political culture, unlike in Switzerland. 
 
We can also observe a similar tendency within the US: while direct democratic elements, 
like referendums, are quite popular on the state level, they are not foreseen on the federal 
level, although the US has only a bit more than half of the population of the EU.  
 
Each system has to construct the democratic infrastructure which serves its needs best, 
there is no one size fits all solution. However, in the future, new technologies, like the 
perfection of e-voting could open new horizons and possibilities and we should work 
towards this end. 
 
However, the Treaty of Lisbon would newly introduce the motion on the European 
level based on the signatures of 1 m European citizens in various MS.  
 
Direct elections for the European Parliament are held regularly since 1978. In addition, 
whenever a change of the EU-Treaty occurred, the European Parliament gained rights 
to control and to act.  
 
To these instruments of direct democracy one has to add the instruments of the 
representative democracy, namely parliamentarianism, political parties with directly 
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elected representatives as well as associations or organisations of civil society. The latter 
express public interest in a rather narrow and focussed manner compared to political 
parties which normally follow a broader and ideologically motivated approach.  
 
A functioning democracy is always a compromise: too much of direct democracy may 
lead to Cesarism or Bonapartism; too much of a representative democracy may favour 
oligarchs. 
 
 
Democracy needs conflict as well as consensus.  
The competition for power and influence generates conflicts: in order to manage them 
one needs an agreed framework of rules and regulations. In addition to this formal 
consensus you also need a material, a substantive one: You need a consensus on 
democratic values, on rights as a basis for democracy. 
 
Democracy needs elections and elections need the possibility to choose. An election 
without the possibility to choose from various candidates representing different 
ideologies, ideas or ways to organise society may superficially avoid conflict but destroys 
at the same time one of the pillars of the democracy, the possibility to choose. Thus, 
democracy can also suffer from silencing consensus. On the other hand, democracy can 
break because of the lack of consensus – the non respect for and of rules may lead to a 
revolution. Therefore, the basic democratic consensus comprises rules which attribute 
power to the winner, take it away from the looser and allow the opposition to control 
power. 
 
Democracy also means responsibility: responsibility of the majority for the minority - 
e.g. rights for and protection of the minorities whether political, ethnical, linguistic, 
religious…- the smaller political parties or factions or the opposition in general.  
 
This leads us to the decision making: As a federal structure, an association of states and 
not a unitary state the EU started from the decision taking by unanimity. However, over 
the last decades this principle has lost importance because the larger the number of EU 
Member States the more difficult it becomes to arrive at a consensus. Therefore, efforts 
are under way to change the system to make majority voting the rule, while unanimity on 
important issues remains the exception. Consequently, the power to veto decisions is 
limited to cases which would run counter to preponderant national interest of states. 
Thus, consensus is required to admit new members, to change the treaty, in tax matters in 
general, in most foreign policy issues and others. 
 
I would add to these obligations of the majority also the responsibility of the minority 
to make only measured use of this blocking power. The minority within the EU has also a 
duty to take into consideration the general EU interest, the advancement of the whole 
Union. Policy making within the EU cannot be guided only by particular or national 
interests, not by endeavours to realise national advantages on the back of others (cherry 
picking). This rule also applies when unanimity is the decision making rule. To give an 
example: there is a lot of talk about those having rejected the Draft Constitution or the 
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Treaty of Lisbon. But who talks of the more than 400 millions who already have accepted 
the Treaty? 
 
Let me refer again in this context to the “community method”: Whenever there is a 
community competence, the European Commission is making legislative proposals, in 
the European interest, while Member States have the right to agree or disagree, but not to 
amend. This device serves to avoid that larger Member States of the Union can set or 
dictate the agenda in the Union. I would qualify this method as an important democratic 
feature of the EU. 
 
When majority voting is applied there are various rules defining the nature and extent of 
the majority in order to arrive at decisions binding all while remaining legitimate. The 
criterion that the majority of votes by states must also reflect the majority of the peoples 
is an important tool to protect the people from dominance by the number of states having 
agreed on an issue. This important feature is part of the Lisbon Treaty and therefore not 
yet in force.  
 
Furthermore, unlike in the democratic system within a nation state, where the rule ‘one 
person, one vote’ applies, an association of states may weigh the vote of states according 
to various criteria: in international economic and financial institutions shares in GDP play 
an important role. As demonstrated, the voting rights of the EU MS are pondered, but in 
favour of smaller states. 
 
Democracy also needs citizens – not just people. The mobility of persons challenges 
this principle: Is nationality the only valuable bond between persons and a state? Many 
persons live and work legally in states, democracies, but are to a very large extent or 
totally excluded from the participation in democratic life of their host state. Refugees and 
stateless persons face a similar problem.  One could therefore legitimately ask whether 
this is democratic, or, put differently, who forms the ‘people’? I will revert to this in a 
moment.  
 
The EU is trying to come up with modern answers in granting rights from the EU 
citizenship which is enjoyed in addition to the nationality of the Member State of origin. 
A concrete example is the right of EU citizens to participate in the political life of their 
country of residence at the local level after five years of residence. Another important 
although abstract sounding privilege for citizens of the EU is to enjoy the right of non-
discrimination in the whole EU, a right they can enforce if necessary through the 
European Court of Justice. 
 
The European Parliament plays a key role in the democratic process of the EU. 
However, who does it represent? One might be tempted to reply “the European people”, 
but this would be misleading as there is no European state. Therefore the members of the 
European Parliament represent the European citizens of the EU member states which are 
a different quality from the ‘European people’. The EU is not a state, but composed of 
sovereign states whose citizens are represented in the EP because of direct elections in 
the MS.  This fact has important repercussions on the European parties. 
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To sum up this aspect: the European Parliament represents the peoples of the member 
states of the EU. A single European people, a European demos does not exist despite the 
fact that efforts are made in this direction, as mentioned earlier, in granting European 
citizens individual rights based on European citizenship.   
 
This is one of the distinguishing factors of the EP from national parliaments but also from 
parliamentary assemblies, like the one of the Council of Europe, where members are 
delegated to but not directly elected. 
 
The members of the European Parliament are nominated by their national parties, are 
elected nationally on a national ticket. Each national party in turn is a member in a 
European political party, which then forms a European faction. But the MEPs do not even 
sit as a faction: MEP sit in alphabetical order, irrespective of nationality or party 
affiliation. 
  
In order to highlight the European nature of the European Parliament and its parties, 
numerous projects have been ventilated. Truly European parties should enter into 
competition in each MS with European wide party lists on which nationals of the various 
member states are represented according to their size and on a position of a list that 
would allow a relatively even representation among countries. This could have the effect 
that European elections were fought on a European level on Europe wide issues and no 
longer on national issues.  
 
Experience shows that the latter approach lead to the effect that European elections were 
exploited for national purposes, serving the electorate to give their governments an 
advertisement based on national issues instead of bringing solutions to European 
problems. Similarly, these considerations could also apply to European referendums. 
 
MEPs as parliamentarians, as politicians, need better contact and personal exchange with 
their electorate, which is more difficult for them because their constituencies are larger 
compared to those of national members of parliament. While this is no excuse for not 
touring their constituencies, the right to address their national parliament on European 
issues could be a means to make them better known and accessible for their electorate.. 
The same could apply to national Commissioners of the Member States.  
 
Although each and every change of the European treaties increased the powers of MEP 
the EP still has not and will probably never get the monopoly on legislative decisions. It 
has to share this right with the European Council, representing the Member States, and to 
a certain extent with the European Commission when the latter has the monopoly to make 
legal proposals (community method). The Treaty of Lisbon would make another 
important contribution to the powers of the EP in giving the EP authority of the so far 
missing budget area; expenses for agriculture amounting to about 40% of the total 
budget. 
 
Nevertheless, the EP exercises in principle the three core functions of a parliament: 
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• to enact laws, albeit often shared with the Council as mentioned and 

therefore called co-decision 
• to be consulted through the right to be heard, to cooperate or to consent 
• to control. 
 

This method of participation in the legal process of the EU is a function of the nature of 
the Union, which – I repeat – is not a state like the United State of America. It also differs 
depending on the pillar to which a matter belongs: In the first pillar of community 
competence, all three functions are exercised, while in the second (foreign policy) and 
third pillar (security, justice and home affairs albeit partly transferred to pillar one) the 
Member States have a much stronger role – they take majority or consensus decisions and 
the EP may only be consulted, give advice or exercise the right of financial control. 
 
This intergovernmental structure of the Union creates a specific legal structure which 
many, not only lawyers, find disturbing from the point of view of democracy whether in 
the form of participation or control. However, the traditional, classic separation of powers 
is consciously not applied throughout the Union: The Council of Ministers in which the 
Member States sent their ministers, e.g. representatives of the executive, is part of the 
legislative process of the Union – in cooperation with the EP if co-decision is applied. 
This is due to the intergovernmental character of the EU which distinguishes it from a 
‘normal’ state. So far Member States were not willing to relinquish their legislative 
power and influence in favour of the European Parliament but they are more and more 
willing to share it. Therefore proposals to turn the Council into a sort of senate 
representing the states and deciding together with the European Parliament were not 
accepted by the lords of the treaties, the Member States and not an obscure force in 
Brussels. 
 
However, such a method is defendable in an association of states, while not in a national 
state. Therefore it is important to use the right yardstick when judging the democratic 
credentials of the EU: if measured like a state, the democratic deficit is obvious, if 
measured like an association of states, it makes an important contribution to enlarging 
the democratic space beyond the national ones, in extending it to the European level. 
 
Allowing TV cameras in the Council room when the Council legislates was an important 
step in enhancing transparency and thereby accountability, but not too many citizens take 
advantage of this offer. 
 
Rather unusual for a democratic set-up but certainly not unique is the lack of an 
opposition in the EP – a situation comparable to the Swiss model. As there is no 
ruling party, there is no opposition party. There is also no government at which an 
opposition policy could be directed against. The European Commission is not a fully 
fledged government, thus no need for an opposition. In real life the European 
Commission and the European Parliament often cooperate, against the Member States 
represented in the Council. However, generally speaking the various institutions of the 
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EU are in competition with each other which contributes to control in the sense of checks 
and balances.  
 
In concluding, let me now turn to one of the greatest achievements introduced into the 
system of politics by the EP: Democracy is extended beyond the nation state thereby 
extending the democratic space considerably not only in terms of geography but also in 
terms of quality.  
 
By quality I mean that transnational decisions need no longer be taken de facto by the 
administrations only in the form of officials negotiating treaties, but through a decision 
making process by a democratically elected Parliament.  This procedure also takes into 
account that the nation state in today’s interdependent and globalized world can no longer 
be the only problem solver, regulator, saviour.  
 
Decisions as well as non-decisions by governments in country A may influence heavily 
the situation in country B but the citizens of country B don’t have a say in country A. 
Think in terms of environment, the common management of water resources, climate 
change, migration, border control and others. The additional democratic layer provided 
by the European Parliament extends democracy beyond traditional borders and therefore 
is an important element in establishing a multilayered governance system. In terms of 
international politics, the EU connects its Member States with the universal level. 
 
The European Union has taken up the challenge to adapt decision making to a new 
transnational environment, the environment of interdependence and globalisation. It goes 
without saying that there is not only room but also a need for further improvement, but 
important steps have been taken, new waters have been chartered and we are part of the 
process when we take up the challenge positively and not indulge in negativism – 
yesterday’s good old times are not the answer to today’s challenges. 
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the resistance of small states

Dr. Michael Reiterer

Delegation of the European Commission to Switzerland and 
the Principality of Liechtenstein

Overview

1. Is there resistance of small states 
within or against the EU?

2. What is small, what makes small
big?

3. Transnational democracy



 16

What is small?

Representation in EU-Institutions: 
European Parliament (EP)

1.060.760.10Luxembourg
0.622.291.67Austria
-2.369.9412.30UK
-3.9212.6116.53Germany
Delta

MEP share
%**

Pop. share
%*

* http://www.epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu
** http://www.europarl.europa.eu

 
 
 
 
 
 

Institutions of the EU II

Representation in EU-Institutions: 
Council of Ministers

0.661.160.10Luxembourg
1.232.901.67Austria
-3.898.4112.30UK
-8.128.4116.53Germany
Delta

CoM share
%**

Pop. share
%*

* http://www.epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu
** http://www.consilium.europa.eu/showPage.aspx?id=242&lang=DE
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What is small?
Economic figures: World Rankings

68424058Slovakia
69794393Estonia
39341629Denmark
9291225Austria

22231722Sweden
207916Netherlands
1528721Switzerland

Tourism
05***

Exports 
08**

GDP/capita 
08*GDP 08*

* International Monetary Fund IMF 2008
** CIA World Factbook https://www.cia.gov/
*** UNWTO http://data.un.org/

 


