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otre Europe – Jacques Delors Institute organised a conference-debate in Paris on 11 December 2012 
together with Policy Network and the Polish Institute of International Affairs and in cooperation with the 

Master Affaires Européennes of Sciences Po under the title “More integration, more politicisation, more dif-
ferentiation?”. The speakers discussed what kind of European political union we are likely to see emerging 
from 2013 onwards.

The keynote speech “Towards a democratic macro-
economic union?” was held by Simon Hix, Professor 
of European and Comparative Politics, London School 
of Economics and Political Science. 

After that Olivier Rozenberg, Associate Research 
Professor, Centre d’études européennes, Sciences 
Po moderated a panel discussion between three 
researchers: Valentin Kreilinger, Research Fellow, 
Notre Europe – Jacques Delors Institute (Paris) 
spoke about “More democratic control for the euro-
zone”; Agata Gostyńska, Analyst, Polish Institute of 
International Affairs (Warsaw) presented “Pre-ins in 
a differentiated Europe”; and Renaud Thillaye, Policy 
Researcher, Policy Network (London) addressed 
“Federalism by exception, Europeanisation and the 
UK existential question”.

The conference-debate ended with concluding 
remarks by Yves Bertoncini, Director, Notre Europe 
– Jacques Delors Institute on “Institutional issues and 
the political reality”.

1. More integration?

The report1 which was elaborated by European 
Council President Herman Van Rompuy (in close 
collaboration with the President of the Commission, 
the President of the Eurogroup and the President 
of the European Central Bank) has called for a 
“genuine Economic and Monetary Union” and has 
put forward three stages:
•	 Stage 1 – Ensuring fiscal sustainability and 

breaking the link between banks and sovereigns;
•	 Stage 2 – Completing the integrated financial 

framework and promoting sound structural 
policies;

•	 Stage 3 – Improving the resilience of EMU 
through the creation of a shock-absorption func-
tion at the central level.

Simon Hix began in his keynote speech with the 
assessment that building the single market stands 
for a “microeconomic union” (creating and regu-
lating a market); but that stages 2 and 3 as they are 
outlined in the report “Towards a genuine Economic 
and Monetary Union” refer to what should be called 
a “macroeconomic union”. He stressed that they 
are about creating a new set of structures, similar 
to the New Deal, providing Brussels with a real fis-
cal instrument to adjust economic shocks in member 
states and with rules that limit the choices of citizens 
and national parliaments in the whole area of macro-
economic policies.

This constitutes a fundamental shift in the gov-
ernance of the EU and is, in a sense, the third 
critical juncture: after the Common Steel and Coal 
Community with the Common Market in the 1950s 
and the single market with the Single European Act 
in the 1980s, institutional reforms since then have 
been a “follow-up” from the single market. The step 
from a “microeconomic union” to a “macroeconomic 
union” is now another big step, as significant as cre-
ating the single market and the rules governing it. 

N
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In his intervention Renaud Thillaye argued that 
integration is taking place, but that there is “no 
clear-cut shift towards fiscal federalism”. Three deci-
sions were taken during the last year: the European 
Stability Mechanism was put in place and the 
European Central Bank pledged to intervene if nec-
essary, the Stability and Growth Pact was strength-
ened (no fundamental change), and banking union 
was agreed. There are strong reasons to believe 
that Economic and Monetary Union is not at the 
beginning of a journey towards a fully-fledged 
fiscal union, this might even only be a kind of excep-
tional moment before a return to normal. Solidarity 
on a permanent  basis seems difficult to imagine at 
the moment, so member states have agreed to tie 
their hands further and submit themselves to much 
stronger supervision instead.

Yves Bertoncini concluded on the question of “more 
integration?” that there is progress towards more 
integration, especially in the eurozone framework. 
The question that had been discussed was: What 
kind of deeper integration? What are the scope 
and the content of this further integration? He 
added that both “demos” and “kratos” (the power 
exercised at the European level) must be addressed 
when talking about democracy at the European level. 
Dispelling the “80% myth” (the idea that 80% of our 
legislation comes from Brussels) he recalled that the 
reality is different and that – maybe excluding some 
sectors like environment and agriculture – much less 
than 80% of legislation is produced by the European 
Union. With respect to countries “under pro-
gramme” the situation is exceptional: these coun-
tries have lost de facto their sovereignty, and 
de jure they are dealing with the IMF and the 
Troika and the EU is acting alongside the IMF.

Banking union and fiscal union, however, do not 
have the same consequences in terms of account-
ability, according to Yves Bertoncini: banking union 
relies on technical mechanisms and banking super-
visors should not be elected directly by the people; 
on fiscal union the story is different. 

“Yes, more integration, but let’s be precise in our anal-
ysis of the scope of integration and about the conse-
quences with regard to democracy and legitimacy.” 
(Yves Bertoncini)

2. More politicisation?
In parallel to the question “more integration?” 
Simon Hix asked in his keynote speech: “Where 
is the Politics [in Herman Van Rompuy’s 
report]?” He explained that the argument that the 
public does not care about technical issues and reg-
ulations holds for a microeconomic union, but not 
for the macroeconomic union that is on the table: 
The report foresees European Parliament scru-
tiny of European Central Bank as a bank supervi-
sor, scrutiny of national budgets by the European 
Parliament and national parliaments, and the inte-
gration of the Fiscal Compact into the EU archi-
tecture. But the report is silent on important 
elements of more politicisation: on Commission 
“election” or even “contestation”, on a possible 
merger of the offices of Commission President and 
President of the European Council President, on 
the relationship between the Eurogroup and the 
European Central Bank, or on how a “new fiscal 
capacity” for the eurozone would be accountable.

Simon Hix added that despite growing left-right 
contestation, high party cohesion and the pos-
sibility of rival candidates for the Commission 
Presidency in the 2014 elections, turnout in 
European Parliament elections is declin-
ing, national media coverage of politics in the 
European Parliament is low and there is a lack of 
public understanding of what goes on. European 
Parliament elections continue to be “second-
order national elections” (often won by opposi-
tion parties and protest parties), they became less 
European and more national over the last 20 years. 

Simon Hix’ data of the roll-call votes on the 
Six-Pack showed a clear left-right split: in fact 
the Six-Pack passed by a centre-right majority, on 
almost every issue the left voted against, but there 
was no press coverage about this.2 If there were 
elections tomorrow, the result based on current 
national opinion polls with taking into account 
the characteristics of European Parliament elec-
tions (government parties doing worse and anti-
European parties doing better), the result would 
be a centre-left majority in the European 
Parliament for the first time.3 This means that 
interesting politics might emerge over the coming 
years and that the European project is becoming 
more politicised.
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Renaud Dehousse (in the audience), Director of 
the Centre d’études européeenes at Sciences Po, 
referred to the German Christian Democrats and 
their vote of a resolution in favour of a direct elec-
tion of the Commission President, a step towards 
more politicisation. At the same time their gov-
ernment takes steps into the opposite direction: 
“There is a contradiction between discourses 
made and what governments subscribe to and 
advocate in practice when reforms are made 
to the treaty.” He therefore expected “moder-
ate enthusiasm” for more politicisation, precisely 
because governments are not eager to trans-
fer more powers to the European level: accord-
ing to him, they do it reluctantly, on the last min-
ute, because they have no alternative. The only 
way for governments to accept Europeanization is 
to have non-majoritarian institutions which they 
trust better than their fellow political leaders in 
other countries.

Simon Hix responded that it is natural for the 
governments to want to follow a model which 
they followed in the past when they are delegat-
ing new policies to the European level and create 
and empower institutions which are beyond their 
control. There is, however, something qualitatively 
different between the Commission overseeing the 
implementation of the postal services directive 
and the Commission deciding whether a national 
budget can pass or is in breach of the balanced 
budget rule and referring this to the Court of 
Justice. The mechanisms to approve national bud-
gets are going to be massively politicised: there 
was a huge uproar in Ireland, when the Irish bud-
get for 2013 had been discussed in the Bundestag 
before it was discussed in the Irish Parliament.4 
Simon Hix also said that he had argued that the 
EU should have been politicised before. With 
this new situation, he thinks that the arguments 
of critics who have said: “this is not politically 
salient, the public does not really care; if we politi-
cise the Commission, it stops being a credible 
actor; you undermine the legitimacy of what are 
actually regulating questions” do not hold any 
longer.5

Among the panellists Agata Gostynska said that 
it cannot be excluded, however, that any attempts 
to further politicise the Commission’s activities 
could put forward the idea of designating some of 
its top officials for euro-related matters only and 

thus change the nature of differentiated integra-
tion and the position of the pre-ins6 (see section 
3). Valentin Kreilinger pointed to politicisation 
along left-right lines between member states and 
referred to the “Pact for Growth and Jobs” advo-
cated by François Hollande in order to complement 
the Fiscal Compact. Finally, Renaud Thillaye 
emphasised the need for Europeanisation of 
national politics and called the internalisation of 
the constraints of Economic and Monetary Union 
an important challenge. 

In his concluding remarks, Yves Bertoncini 
expressed his support for politicisation of the EU. 
But he added that this does not only include a 
debate organised along party lines in the European 
Parliament, but that politicisation also relies on 
national lines: there are two dimensions – trans-
national parties and member states. Citizens 
are well-aware of the “Commedia dell’arte” that 
takes place before the European Council meetings 
where national leaders are fighting for the national 
interest – that might sometimes be negative, but at 
least it shows them something very close to what 
Simon Hix told us was already there and could be 
developed. To this end, transparency with respect 
to the votes in the Council of ministers should be 
established. The lines of member states and 
parties are crossing in national parliaments 
whose role has been strengthened in the eurozone 
crisis: one of the challenges to be treated in order 
to have more politicisation is that if there is not 
going to be more substantial, there should at least 
be more perceived politicisation of EU issues.



 4 / 7 

WHAT POLITICAL UNION For europe?

3. More differentiation?
According to Simon Hix, the position of the 
British government has changed: for 50 years 
it has been to stop everybody else going ahead 
and to stop the others from agreeing things that 
might hurt Britain. David Cameron now wants 
everybody else to go ahead, wants the eurozone to 
integrate further, wants the ECB to be the lender 
of last resort, wants fiscal union, so that the euro 
economy can boom and Britain can sell goods to 
the eurozone. The situation is different for all the 
other countries – only the Czech Republic is per-
haps the closest to the British position.

In his intervention, Valentin Kreilinger pre-
sented his view of “more differentiation”. First and 
foremost, if the eurozone is integrating fur-
ther and, as a consequence, differentiation 
in the European Union increases. This leads 
to a lack of democratic control at the eurozone 
level. Separate bodies for the eurozone exist: the 
Eurogroup of the 17 finance ministers, the euro 
summit of the 17 heads of state and government, 
the European Stability Mechanism with its 17 con-
tracting parties whose currency is the Euro, the 
European Central Bank. But there is no institu-
tion for democratic control at the eurozone level. 
Democratic controls only takes place at two other 
levels: in the European Parliament, where MEPs 
from all 27 member states exercise some control 
on eurozone matters at the level of the EU; and 
in the national parliaments which also exercise 
control on eurozone matters, each national parlia-
ment individually at the national level, during com-
mittee or plenary sessions before/after European 
Council meetings or euro summits. Strengthening 
control either at the EU-27 level or at the national 
level leads to more complexity and more inequal-
ity, because MEPs from member states whose cur-
rency is not the euro also vote on eurozone matters 
in the European Parliament, and because some 
national parliaments (like the Bundestag) have 
more powers than other national parliaments. 

For the institutional design of a body that exer-
cises some democratic control of the eurozone 
two choices must be taken and lead to six differ-
ent models that could serve for a body to guaran-
tee democratic control at the eurozone level: the 
size of the body (should it be a committee or 
an assembly?) and the composition of the body 

(should it be composed of MEPs, members 
of national parliaments, or both of them?) In 
addition there are three questions linked to the 
design of the body. Firstly, what status would the 
body have; would it be an institution? Secondly, 
what would be the specific purpose of the body? 
Thirdly, what would be the specific competences 
of the body?

The model that Valentin Kreilinger proposed is a 
mixed parliamentary committee of MEPs and 
members of national parliaments7 – to assure 
accountability and scrutiny, with its competences 
limited to the control of decisions that are taken 
at the eurozone level and that have implications 
on national budgets. The committee would be 
composed of 17 MEPs from member states whose 
currency is the euro and 34 members of national 
parliaments – one from each chamber in case of 
bicameral systems, both government and opposi-
tion represented. 

Agata Gostynska noted in her intervention the 
new quality of differentiated integration: the euro-
zone itself is highly differentiated (only 12 euro-
zone members are needed to have ratified the 
Fiscal Compact for its entry-into-force). Enhanced 
cooperation has been used as a tool since 2010, 
after it had previously only been a measure of last 
resort. The need for differentiated integration 
has been acknowledged by the EU institutions 
themselves and even legitimised: the European 
Commission “Blueprint”8 agrees that EU institu-
tions should be somehow adjusted to deeper inte-
gration. From the perspective of the pre-ins this 
is both thought-provoking and controversial.

The consequences of differentiation for the pre-
ins are both positive and negative. On the negative 
side, differentiated integration, if not within the 
treaties and not open, leads to fragmentation and 
could place pre-ins in the position of second-class 
members. It also poses a risk to the single mar-
ket and other achievements of the EU; and differ-
entiation within the EU institutions (Commission, 
Parliament) weakens the pre-ins’ influence on 
the decision-making process. On the positive side 
(from the pre-ins’ perspective), the eurozone is 
highly differentiated itself: this increases bar-
gaining power of the pre-ins. They join forces, 
are more united and build alliances or reinvigo-
rate them, like the Visegrad Group. Their interest 
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of being included and of keeping the EU coherent 
provides an opportunity to leverage the coopera-
tion from its traditional fields. As the recent nego-
tiations on the Single Supervisory Mechanism 
proved there is a growing understanding for 
demands of the pre-ins and of the implications 
of differentiation for them.

Valentin Kreilinger emphasised that with respect 
to its relations with “pre-in” and “out” member 
states, a form of association would have to be 
found with the eurozone, in line with the legal 
obligation of all member states except Denmark, 
the UK and implicitly Sweden to join the Euro. The 
committee to be created would not take any of 
the competences of the European Parliament, 
but would fill exactly the gap where no “central” 
democratic control takes place at the moment. It 
could find its legal basis in an inter-institutional 
agreement, but if another international treaty 
that empowers European institutions (like the 
Fiscal Compact) is being negotiated, the com-
mittee could find its legal basis there. This com-
mittee would allow addressing the lack of demo-
cratic control of the Eurogroup, the euro summit, 
the European Stability Mechanism and, once this 
part of the banking union is in place, the control 
of the banking supervision part of the European 
Central Bank. Valentin Kreilinger concluded that 
the eurozone will become more integrated, 
maybe not as quickly and not as deeply as one 
could hope in June 2012, but still, this differentia-
tion will grow further. There will be a deepening 
of the integration in the eurozone in the short and 
medium term and there will be a growing number 
of member states whose currency is the euro in 
the medium and long term.

According to Agata Gostynska, in the case of 
the Single Supervisory Mechanism, the pre-ins 
have been in a better bargaining position, since 
the legal basis (Article 127(6) TFEU) provided for 
unanimity. Although in a leaked legal opinion writ-
ten by the Legal Service of the Council it is pro-
vide out that full inclusiveness of the pre-ins is not 
legally viable9, there seems to have been a willing-
ness to search for flexible solutions.

On this topic of differentiated integration, Renaud 
Thillaye added that in his opinion the United 
Kingdom exaggerates a lot what is going on in the 
eurozone and that it is not as isolated as it thinks to 
be. The British view is that the eurozone is shifting 

towards something radically different – that actu-
ally might only happen in the long term. 

Yves Bertoncini concluded that “more differen-
tiation” is a political reality. The phenomenon is 
not new, as show the Schengen agreement and 
the eurozone launch. With respect to legitimacy 
and efficiency, differentiation can be a useful tool: 
countries are not compelled to participate, if they 
don’t want to – and the others are not blocked, if 
they want to go further. But, of course, there are 
conditions to be met: their key word is openness 
towards citizens and towards countries will-
ing to join, as Agata Gostynska said. The euro-
zone is the core of such differentiation, but 
what has happened at the institutional level is 
not that substantial, as Renaud Thillaye said, the 
Fiscal Compact is not totally new, we have the 
Stability and Growth Pact, reinforced, and the sur-
veillance of national policies was there already. On 
the other side, solidarity at the eurozone level 
is brand-new – it only existed at the EU27 level 
with the structural funds. There had been the non-
bailout clause at the eurozone level, but, in return 
to this new solidarity, we have very harsh struc-
tural reforms undertaken in countries like Greece. 
eurozone countries and eurozone citizens then 
realise that being part of the monetary union is 
something special in terms of rights and in terms 
of disciplines: this could lead to a more differenti-
ated integration within the eurozone. 

“What is new, is not the institutional control, it is the 
political solidarity.” (Yves Bertoncini)



 6 / 7 

WHAT POLITICAL UNION For europe?

4. �Small modifications or 
ordinary treaty revision?

Olivier Rozenberg noted that the terms of the 
European debate have changed during the eco-
nomic crisis: from Maastricht to Lisbon Treaty, 
the debate was institutional about the weight of 
member states in the institutions in Brussels. Now 
there is a new debate: “Should we go for more mac-
roeconomic policies? Which democratic control 
should be at the member states’ or the EU level? 
What should we do with member states that are 
not part of the eurozone?” The way of talking, 
the European agenda has changed: this new 
framing is more pro-European than before.

Simon Hix distinguished a minimalist and a max-
imalist option in his keynote speech. The mini-
malist option improves democratic account-
ability within the current institutional set-up 
and there would be no treaty reform. This is the 
route that has been suggested by the Van Rompuy 
report. The role of national parliaments in scruti-
nising both contributions to the ESM and auster-
ity measures would be strengthened, maybe with 
a requirement that votes should be by majority or 
supermajority across the national parliaments. 
But the power of national parliaments over gov-
ernments varies enormously.10 Simon Hix had also 
doubts about whether the European Parliament 
can sufficiently hold the European Central Bank 
to account and whether the European Commission 
had sufficient authority to have oversight of domes-
tic macro-economic programmes and oversight of 
implementation of balanced-budget rules.

“We are going to move towards macroeconomic union 
in Europe – this is not going to be democratically 
legitimate and not going to be accepted by the public 
unless we have in parallel wholesome structures that 
allow for at least a more open political contestation 
than today.” (Simon Hix)

Simon Hix added that if one really wanted to make 
“genuine Economic and Monetary Union” water-
tight for political legitimacy, the Heads of State and 
Government would have to be more ambitious and 
opt for the maximalist option: Referendums should 
take place for the approval of the European Stability 
Mechanism: the creation of a fund that trans-
fers significant redistributive resources up to the 

European level represents a big constitutional deci-
sion. Referendums or elections linked to these deci-
sions (like in Greece or the Netherlands) are risky, 
but the outcome would be much more legitimate. The 
Eurogroup should set some of the key objectives for 
the European Central Bank by qualified major-
ity vote (inflation target, for example). The offices of 
the Commission president and the European Council 
president should be merged into one “EU president”, 
somebody who would be either directly elected or 
more clearly elected by the European Parliament. A 
“euro finance minister” should be appointed and be 
accountable to the EU president.

Conclusion

In the conclusion of his keynote speech, Simon 
Hix stated that the emerging macro-economic 
union in Europe will have re-distributional con-
sequences between and within states. These re-
distributional consequences are far greater than 
those of creating and regulating a single market. 
They need to be legitimised and the “losers’ con-
sent” must be secured: why would the taxpayers 
in Finland or Slovakia and the youth unemployed 
in Spain accept the outcomes as legitimate? This 
should be done domestically, via national elec-
tions, parliaments, and referendums, but also at 
the European level: a minimalist reform of current 
practices (via stronger national parliamentary and 
EP control) is not likely to achieve this. We should 
think about creating a whole set of political 
infrastructure alongside this macroeconomic 
infrastructure that is being established and we 
should start by 2014. 

In summary, the kind of European Union that is 
emerging according to the speakers is indeed 
more integrated, more politicised and more 
differentiated. As shown in this synthesis, the 
individual assessments and visions varied slightly. 
This also concerned how this “more” would 
actually look like in qualitative and in quan-
titative terms. In addition to that, the debate 
exposed that the three phenomena are intercon-
nected: the precise effects of more eurozone inte-
gration on differentiation in the European Union 
remain to be seen; whether differentiation and 
politicisation will be two trends that go hand-in-
hand is also an open question; and does more inte-
gration make more politicisation necessary? 
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