Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-009-57303-0 — A Federalist Alternative for European Governance
Sergio Fabbrini

Frontmatter

More Information

A Federalist Alternative for European
Governance

How did the European Union (EU) deal with the crises of the 2010s
and 2020s? These crises arose in policy realms that were the province of
national governments, so the European Council was the driving institu-
tion for managing them. National governments were able to take deci-
sions, but their decisions were contradictory and unaccountable, and
regularly hindered by divisions between them. In order to manage a pol-
icymaking process dominated by the claims of national and sub-regional
governments, Sergio Fabbrini argues that intergovernmental governance
has had to transform the EU into an international organization. Fabbrini
shows that differentiated integration would further distance the EU from
the project of an ‘ever closer union’ and, on the basis of a comparative
federalism approach, he proposes an alternative paradigm of a multi-tier
Europe with a federalist core to balance national sovereignties and supra-
national authority.
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Preface

How did the European Union (EU) perform in hard times? I tried to
answer the question through an investigation of the EU governance
of the sovereign debt, pandemic, energy, and security crises of the
2010s and 2020s, also defined as ‘polycrisis’ (Zeitlin, Nicoli, Laffan
2019). Since the crises exploded in policy areas under the competence
of national governments, the primary executive institution for deal-
ing with them was the European Council, the institution epitomising
the intergovernmental approach. Thus, my research question might
also be framed in the following way: How did the intergovernmen-
tal European Council manage those crises? Because the European
Council’s performance ended up in being contradictory (due to the
deep divisions emerged between national governments) and unac-
countable (due to the lack of a legislative institution operational at
the same level of the European Council), another related research
question follows: Which EU emerged from a European Council-based
decision-making process? Certainly, important decisions were finally
taken by national governments but always under stringent emergency
conditions and without meeting the criteria of democratic legitimacy.
During the crises, the difficulties of national governments required the
Commission, the other executive institution, to intervene for stream-
lining the EU’s response to them, although this role was exercised
under the shadow of the European Council and treaties’ constraints.
The crises magnified the crucial weakness of an EU that not only is
lacking a unitary, effective, and legitimate executive power, but it is
relying on twenty-seven national governments for tacking a decision.
The governance of the crises shows the limits of intergovernmental-
ism. The EU is impaired by an executive power deficit. A deficit that is
disavowed by many scholars, probably prisoners of the complacency’s
trap on the EU’s achievements. It is not recognised that the lack of an
effective and legitimate executive power is making the EU marginal
also at the global level.

X1
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xii Preface

In a union of demographically asymmetrical and nationally dif-
ferentiated states, the nature and composition of executive power
is necessarily problematic. The latter, in the post-Maastricht EU,
has acquired a dual nature, with national governments (through the
European Council and Council) in the driving seat regarding policies
close to national sovereignty and the Commission with its monopoly
of legislative initiative in the regulatory policies of the single market.
With the increasing centrality acquired by the former policies, and
due to the various enlargements, the role of the European Council
has been systematically strengthened. However, national governmen-
tal leaders have faced also systemic hurdles in acting collectively. Not
only for the divisions between them, but because those divisions have
had the features of contrasting national sovereignty’s claims, at times
expressed in the form of sub-regional identities and interests, claims
not easily manageable.

Meanwhile, a supranational governance (as institutionalised in
the regulatory policies of the single market) of national sovereignty’s
claims could not be adopted, not only because excluded by the treaties
but because its standardised and homogenised logic is at odds with
the differentiation of those claims. Is this possible to find a solution
for the EU’s executive power deficit? No, if one remains within the
ad hoc approach to the EU, as the mainstream theories of European
integration continue to do. Yes, if one adopts a comparative federal-
ism approach, on the basis of the distinction between federations by
aggregation and disaggregation. With the EU being a union of states
by aggregation, the former, and not the latter, should be considered
methodologically fruitful for understanding the incongruencies of
the EU governance and highlighting a constitutional strategy for its
reform — thus, from intergovernmentalism to federalism.

The book is organised as follows. Chapter 1 introduces the empir-
ical (the crises) and theoretical (governance’s theories) topics of the
research. Chapter 2 clarifies the nature of EU dual governance, supra-
national and intergovernmental, showing that the latter was set up
for dealing with core state power policies and the former with single
market policies. Because the crises exploded in the realm of core state
powers, Chapter 3 investigates the intergovernmental governance of
the sovereign debt and pandemic crises, trying to explain the reason
of their different outcomes. Chapter 4 moves to discuss the governance
of the Russian war’s implications. It investigates the intergovernmental
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Preface xiii

governance of energy and security crises (Section 4.1), where the inter-
governmental model adopted was based on policy coordination and
thus discusses the enlargement’s implications (Section 4.2) solicited by
the war, on the bases of the previous enlargements’ cycles, all of them
favouring intergovernmental rather than supranational outcomes.
Sections 3.1, 3.2, and 4.1 show in detail the functioning of the var-
ious types of intergovernmental governance (see Section 2.1 for their
conceptualisation) adopted for dealing with the different crises, vari-
ous types that nevertheless ended up in generating similar pathologies,
namely the growing activation of national sovereignty’s claims in the
EU’s political process, an activation that accelerated the intergovern-
mentalisation of the EU. Consequently, Chapter 5 examines an alter-
native perspective on the EU’s dual governance regime (particularly
to its intergovernmental side). Through the comparison of federations
by aggregation and disaggregation, it shows that the former, not the
latter, had to face institutional challenges like those of the EU. On
these comparative bases, Chapter 6 concludes discussing the two main
perspectives for accommodating national sovereignties in unions of
states and citizens. Because governance differentiation would further
accelerate the intergovernmentalisation of the EU, the perspective of
constitutional differentiation, implying a multi-tier Europe with a fed-
eralist core, could make it possible to reconcile, in the latter, national
sovereignties and supranational authority.
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