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§ 1 Introduction and Research Issue 

The Spitzenkandidaten arrangement was introduced as a reform of the election of the Com-

mission Presidency with greater involvement of the European Parliament and hereby taking 

the electorate’s preferences into account. This innovation was concluded by the initiating Par-

liament as the necessary consequence of its long-standing institutional development, as it pla-

ces the European Parliament on an equal footing with the European Council. This strengthe-

ning of the European Parliament can be seen, on the one hand, in the treaty amendments and, 

on the other, in the de-facto practice of institutional behaviour in the EU framework.  The aim 1

was to bring the European Commission, which increasingly acts in an executive capacity and 

represents the EU externally, closer to the electorate.   2

For those who believe in the EU as a supranational organisation, the aim is to give the Eu-

ropean Parliament greater importance and thus independent decision-making power vis-à-vis 

the heads of state or government of the EU Member States, who together form the European 

Council.  The supranational European Commission, and its President play a key role in initia3 -

ting and implementing European law so that its actions directly impact the lives of European 

citizens. Therefore, concerning the competencies of the European Commission, Article 234 

TFEU stipulates its accountability to the European Parliament. However, according to Article 

17 TEU, the European Parliament has only limited influence on the personnel composition of 

the European Commission, namely in the election of the European Commission. This state of 

affairs calls into question the comparability of competencies between the European Parlia-

ment and the national parliaments.  

For this reason and regarding the continuously low voter turnouts in the European elections, 

the European Commission and the European Parliament, as well as the European party fami-

lies, had set themselves the goal for the 2014 European elections of arousing greater interest 

among EU citizens and preventing non-transparent appointments to top positions, as was 

common in the past, and initiated the Spitzenkandidaten procedure.  This innovation was ul4 -

timately intended to contribute to greater democratisation of the EU, analogous to the national 

 Holzner, EuR 2015, 525, 526.1

 Schild, integration 2005, 33, 44; McCormick, European Union Politics, 159.2

 Nemitz, Internationale Politik 1998, 45, 46.3

 Wuermling, Europäische Grundrechte Zeitschrift 2004, 559, 561.4
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models in national elections.   5

After the 2014 European elections, the European Parliament imposed Jean-Claude Juncker as 

the Spitzenkandidat of the leading EPP as the only eligible candidate for the office of Com-

mission President based on the Spitzenkandidaten procedure.  The Spitzenkandidaten arran6 -

gement was enforced at the inherent risk of triggering an inter-institutional conflict, risking a 

constitutional crisis that would permanently damage the EU if the European Council did not 

implement this model.  The European Parliament and the European Commission succeeded.  7

In 2019, the European Parliament called the election of the new Commission Presidency un-

der the Spitzenkandidaten process.  As a result, almost all European parties put forward lead 8

candidates and focused their election campaigns on these personalities.  However, the Eu9 -

ropean Council turned against this procedure after the 2019 elections and sought a brought 

consensus candidate for Commission President in the European Council, although a qualified 

majority would have been sufficient for this under Article 17 (7) TEU.  Following the same 10

law, the European Council proposed Ursula von der Leyen as the nominated President of the 

European Commission to the European Parliament after days and weeks of internal discus-

sions. Von der Leyen did not appear as a Spitzenkandidatin in the run-up to the elections,  nor 11

was she active in the corresponding European party family EPP, which she now represents as 

head of the European Commission. Yet she was unanimously elected by the members of the 

European Council, with only one abstention from Germany.  The resulting institutional con12 -

flict raises doubts about the efficient and sustainable cooperation of the European institutions. 

Such a practice carries the risk of regression through this procedure to non-transparent per-

sonnel decisions of the European Council, which might lead to higher scepticism of EU citi-

 Göler/Jopp, integration 2014, 152, 157.5

 Holzner, EuR 2015, 525, 529 f.6

 Holzner, EuR 2015, 525, 529 f.7

 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20180202IPR97026/spitzenkandidaten-process-8

cannot-be-overturned-say-meps, last accessed: 15 June 2022.

 Day, EU Studies in Japan 2015, 77.9

 Hopp/Wessels, Europa von A bis Z 2020, 241, 242.10

 https://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/ursula-von-der-leyen-grosse-koalition-streitet-ueber-spd-11

nein-a-1277673.html - last accessed: 15 June 2022.

 https://www.spiegel.de/politik/ausland/ursula-von-der-leyen-spd-war-gegen-nominierung-als-eu-12

kommissionschefin-a-1275482.html - last accessed: 15 June 2022.
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zens regarding the guarantee and observance of democratic principles in the EU.  13

This dissertation aims to examine the necessity and the legally binding nature of the Spitzen-

kandidaten arrangement in the EU. Such examination shall be done by looking at the intenti-

ons at the founding of the EU, its development and the resulting inter-institutional cooperation 

of the European Council and European Parliament, surrounding the European Commission. 

Such an assessment is carried out through methods of legal interpretation , in particular 14

through the analysis of European primary law and inter-institutional agreements. A look at 

other unions and national governments can highlight the unique character of the EU and its 

elections. Furthermore, the paper aims to show to what extent the intentions and goals pur-

sued with the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement are finally incorporated by the Treaty of Lisbon 

in current European law and whether such a model could contribute to greater democratisati-

on of the EU under the premise of a democratic deficit.  

Concerning the consequences of the 2019 European elections, the question arises as to whe-

ther such models, under the specification of the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement, carry a legal 

obligation vis-à-vis the European electorate, particularly about the subsequent personnel deci-

sions. It must become clear what exactly was or should have been the subject of the 2019 Eu-

ropean elections and whether the deviation from the Spitzenkandidaten model calls the validi-

ty of the election itself into question. It is also debatable if EU institutions can represent such 

measures unilaterally but non-bindingly to their citizens.   

Ultimately, it is necessary to discuss how such a Spitzenkandidaten model should be designed 

and what consequences it must have on the European elections to remain more effectively 

next time and not become a possible threat to the existence of the EU by dividing its instituti-

ons from each other. 

§ 2 A Need for Change: Towards the Spitzenkandidaten Procedure 

The 2014 European elections took place when the political environment in Europe was chan-

ging. The roots of this change lie in the global financial crisis and the subsequent sovereign 

debt crisis that rocked Europe since the 2009 elections.  These crises have led to a remarka15 -

 https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/juergen-habermas-im-gespraech-europa-wird-direkt-ins-herz-13

getroffen-12963798.html - last accessed: 15 June 2022.

 Larenz/Canaris, Methodenlehre der Rechtswissenschaft, 153.14

 Oppermann, EuR Beiheft 2 2015, 171, 172.15
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ble increase in media attention towards the Euro and EU policies. Some significant events du-

ring this period were the outbreak of the Greek crisis in early 2010 and the subsequent bailout 

of Greece, the bailout of Ireland in autumn 2011 and the agreement on the Fiscal Compact in 

2012.  The polling data show that citizens were increasingly preoccupied with the Euro crisis 16

in this period, so European issues were more prominent in 2014 than in any previous Eu-

ropean election.  It has been suggested that the critical development of the EU may have led 17

to a steady decline in voter turnout in the European elections,  as the consequence to Eu18 -

ropean voters being more likely to blame the EU and its institutions than their national go-

vernments for the economic situation in their country.   19

Despite the increased powers of the European Parliament, in retrospect, the European elec-

tions have not brought about the connection between European citizens and EU policy-ma-

king that was initially hoped for. The turnout in European Parliament elections has declined 

over the years from 62 % in 1979 to 43 % in 2009 and 2014. This steady decrease raises ques-

tions about the democratic legitimacy of the EU and its institutions.  Previously, European 20

elections focused on domestic issues and were dominated by national political actors rather 

than European alternatives, resulting in European elections having a secondary character.  21

This outcome shows that the European elections have not been able to provide a strong man-

date for EU policy-making in line with democratic principles.  

European parties, which should be fundamental to public policy-making in the EU, and their 

agendas have traditionally played a limited role in European Parliament election campaigns, 

tending to be a conglomeration of many related parties from across Europe.  Due to the non-22

transparent decision-making within party groups, European citizens generally know little 

about the policies implemented or promised by these parties at the European level  and find 23

 Oppermann, EuR Beiheft 2 2015, 171, 172.16

 Hobolt/Tilley, Blaming Europe? Responsibility without Accountability in the European Union, 6. 17

 Weidenfeld, Jahrbuch der Europäischen Integration 2019, 15, 16. 18

 Hobolt/Tilley, Blaming Europe? Responsibility without Accountability in the European Union, 55. 19

 Franklin/Hobolt, Electoral Studies 2011, 67, 75.20

 Hobolt, Journal of European Public Policy 2014, 1528, 1530; Hix/Noury/Roland, Democratic Polit21 -
ics in the European Parliament, 27 f.

 Hobolt, Journal of European Public Policy 2014, 1528, 1530 f.22

 Hobolt, Journal of European Public Policy 2014, 1528, 1530 f.23
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it hard to identify which parties are responsible for current political outcomes and which par-

ties offer an alternative.  The disconnection of citizens from their mouthpiece at the Eu24 -

ropean level could describe why European voters are unlikely to use European elections to 

reward or punish European politicians and their parties for their past performance, as studies 

show.   25

Then again, for those who emphasise input legitimacy, European Parliament elections are the 

primary mechanism through which European citizens can give a democratic mandate and hold 

EU institutions and actors accountable.  Despite the formal powers of the European Parlia26 -

ment in approving and dismissing the European Commission established in previous Treaty 

revisions, the link between the political majority in the European Parliament and the policies 

of the European Commission is weak.  The European Commission and its structure used to 27

be criticised as being too undemocratic, as its election was not legally dependent on a parlia-

mentary majority before the innovations of the Lisbon Treaty.  To make matters worse, even 28

after almost fifty years of electing Commission Presidents, the European Council had still not 

developed an internal procedure for deciding on possible candidates.  29

Before the Lisbon Treaty, the President of the European Commission was appointed by the 

heads of state and government at European Council meetings and then had to be confirmed by 

the European Parliament. In the 1990s, there were numerous considerations to have the Presi-

dent of the European Commission elected directly by the European electorate.  However, 30

there was never any serious prospect of such a proposal meeting the needs of the governments 

of the European Member States,  and adjusting the investiture of the Commission President 31

would have required both a treaty change and a change in national electoral laws. The EPP 

Congress in Estoril/Portugal in October 2002 put forward a wording proposal for the Eu-

 Hix/Noury/Roland, Democratic Politics in the European Parliament, 26 f.; Hix, What’s Wrong with 24

the European Union and How to Fix it, 5.

 Hobolt/Tilley, Blaming Europe? Responsibility Without Accountability in the European Union, 55.25

 Kocharov, ZEuS 4/2014, 443, 444.26

 Hobolt, Journal of European Public Policy 2014, 1528, 1530.27

 von Ondarza, SWP-Aktuell  5/2014, 1.28

 Peñalver García/Priestley, The Making of a European President, 19.29

 Peñalver García/Priestley, The Making of a European President, 54.30

 Peñalver García/Priestley, The Making of a European President, 55.31
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ropean Constitution in electing the President of the European Commission by introducing the 

Spitzenkandidaten procedure.  This proposed solution links the nomination to the results of 32

the European elections, with the European Council making its proposal for the candidate by 

QMV.  Thus, advocates of greater democratic accountability in the EU pushed for such treaty 33

changes to make the EU more similar to a “quasi-parliamentary system”.  The goal of 34

bridging the “[…] yawning chasm between European citizens and European political system 

[…] in the wake of the Maastricht Treaty”  should be achieved by strengthening the role of 35

the European Parliament in electing the EU’s supposed executive.   36

§ 2.1 The Spitzenkandidaten Arrangement - A suitable Procedure in electing “the EU’s 

Government”? 

Apart from the possible democratic deficit of the EU resulting from the solidly low voter tur-

nout, the Spitzenkandidaten idea is based on the underpinning of accountability to the execu-

tively acting European Commission possibly similar to a national government, which would 

make its election by the electorate necessary for the sake of the input democracy legitimising 

the output of the Commission’s actions. Thus, a founding matter for the establishing of the 

leading candidate principle is whether such a European government exists and whether the 

European Commission, based on its competencies, could be determined as such, making a 

legitimisation through personalised voting necessary.  

The question arises as to whether the EU can be compared with nation-state organised politi-

cal systems.  One might promptly say that the EU is already an amalgamation of sovereign 37

national governments and that there is therefore no need or possibility for a European go-

vernment. For this reason, a clean separation is needed here between a comparison of states 

and a comparison of political systems.  The EU is obviously not a state and therefore cannot 38

 Christiansen, integration 1/2015, 26, 28.32

 Christiansen, integration 1/2015, 26, 28.33

 Hobolt, Journal of European Public Policy 2014, 1528, 1531 f.34

 Dehousse, West European Politics 3/1995, 118, 123.35

 Hobolt, Journal of European Public Policy 2014, 1528, 1533.36

 Wiesner, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung, 85.37

 Wiesner, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 85.38
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be measured by such a yardstick.  However, it is a political system, which as such is compa39 -

rable to other political systems, such as those of its Member States, particularly with regard to 

their institutions.  The question of a European government therefore goes back to the idea 40

that typologies of political systems use these categories to name their respective manifestation 

in a certain system and its specific features.   41

De facto, however, the development of European primary law shows a progressive transfer of 

sovereignty from the Member States to the EU, which is legally supported and guaranteed by 

the national constitutions.  In addition, the EU has taken on a wealth of state functions that 42

carry out the sovereign rights conferred on it.  As a result, policies are to a significant extent 43

made at the European level leading to the CJEU having proclaimed the primacy and autono-

my of the EU producing direct effect already in 1962 and 1963.  Particularly, the governmen44 -

tal character of the European Commission could be underlined by way of the legal develop-

ment that the European Parliament elects the European Commission, similar to the representa-

tive democracies.  45

Moreover, this diversity of competences is visible in the different prerogatives of the executi-

ve: the political power to govern, the legislative power to adopt executive norms, and the ad-

ministrative power to enforce legislation.  Under this order, the government is the part of the 46

executive branch which is in charge of providing leadership and direction.  Whereas the sys47 -

tem of the USA show a unitary executive, where all executive power is concentrated on the 

US President, in Britain and France the executive is divided between two institutions.  48

As is clear from Article 13 (2) TEU the EU, unlike the basic tripartite structure of nation-sta-

 Wiesner, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 85.39

 Wiesner, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 85.40

 Wiesner, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 86.41

 Fisahn/Viotto, Zeitschrift für Rechtspolitik 2007, 198; Wolf, Herrschaftstheorien und Herrschaft42 -
sphänomene 2004, 177, 186 et seq.

 Fisahn/Viotto, Zeitschrift für Rechtspolitik 2007, 198.43

 Fisahn/Viotto, Zeitschrift für Rechtspolitik 2007, 198; Case C-26/62, Van Gend en Loos; Case 44

C-6/64, Costa v. ENEL.

 Oppelland, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 57. 45

 Schütze, European Constitutional Law, 315.46

 Schütze, European Constitutional Law, 315.47

 Schütze, European Constitutional Law, 315.48
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tes, consists of a multitude of institutions, from which the European Council and the Eu-

ropean Commission stand out in particular.  Both are executive institutions. However, to un49 -

derstand the individual tasks of these two institutions, the structure of the distribution of 

powers in the EU must be taken into account. This is shown by a relationship of checks and 

balances between the institutions, in which they do not act within a fixed framework, but in a 

network of functions.  As a result of the institutional balance, each institution must act within 50

its competences conferred by the Treaties and in doing so may not expand its power indepen-

dently or transfer it to other institutions.  Additionally they must respect the competences of 51

the other institutions when carrying out their tasks,  ultimately jointly contributing to the go52 -

vernance of the EU.  53

The legislative executive component enacted by the European Commission now accounts for 

about ninety percent of the EU's total legislative activity.  Legislation by the executive can be 54

twofold, on the one hand, through the direct allocation of legislative competences by the Trea-

ties and, on the other hand, on the basis of primary law, whereas it is constitutionally prohibi-

ted to delegate essential political choices to the executive.  Particularly with the new consti55 -

tutional design distinguishing between the delegation of legislative power to the European 

Commission and the delegation of executive power containing the competence of the Com-

mission to transfer this competence to a third instance, the scope of the European Commission 

has been broadened further. 

Thus, addressing the importance of the European Commission and its presidency within the 

framework of the EU is fundamental to an ultimate understanding of the intentions behind the 

Spitzenkandidaten idea. First and foremost, it is to emphasise that the European Commission 

is a supranational institution that operates independently of the Member States, which is re-

flected in particular in its independence from instructions according to the second and third 

 Schütze, European Constitutional Law, 74.49

 Schütze, European Constitutional Law, 77 based on the idea of Montesquieu, Spirit of Laws V, 50

chapter 14.

 Jacqué, Common Market Law Review 2004, 383; Case C-149/85, Wybot v Faure, 23; Case 51

C-70/88, Parliament v Council (Chernobyl), 21; Case C-687/15, Commission v Council, 41.

 Case C-70/88, Parliament v Council (Chernobyl), 22; Case C-133/06, Parliament v Council, 57.52

 Schütze, European Constitutional Law, 79.53

 Zoller, Droit constitutionnel, 436; Schütze, European Constitutional Law, 320.54

 Schütze, European Constitutional Law, 320 f.55
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subparagraphs of Article 17 (3) TEU.   56

The European Commission is primarily the pivotal body in implementing the EU agenda.  It 57

has a monopolistic right of initiative and grants rights and prohibitions in the area of market 

regulation and the implementation of EU legal acts, which is why the European Commission 

is referred to as the “engine of the European integration” , following Article 17 (2) first sen58 -

tence and (8) 2 TEU in conjunction with Article 234 TFEU.  This right of initiative and the 59

provisions of Articles 17 (1) TEU and 352 TFEU give the Commission the possibility to act 

as “guardian of the Treaties”, promoting the general interest of the Union while launching in-

itiatives to be taken into account by the political decision-makers.  While the European 60

Council and the European Parliament have the right to ask the Commission to draw up an in-

itiative, it can refuse if the proposed law conflicts with its agenda.  Moreover, the European 61

Commission has the right to unilaterally withdraw a legislative initiative during the legislative 

process if it considers the raison d'être of the legislative proposal to be at risk, making the ad-

option of secondary law against the will of the European Commission impossible.  However, 62

the Lisbon Treaty names exceptions in specific cases, entitling the Parliament and the Eu-

ropean Council and a certain number of persons to compel the drafting of laws.  After the 63

legislations have come into force, the Commission, with the support of the national govern-

ments, ensures that this new European law is implemented appropriately by the European 

 Härtel, Europäisches Organisations- und Verfassungsrecht 2014, 623, 677 (115).56

 Hartlapp/Metz/Rauh, Which Policy for Europe?, 1; Napel/Widgrén, Public Choice 2008, 21, 24; 57

Hatje/von Förster, Europäisches Organisations- und Verfassungsrecht 2014, 543, 583 (132).

 Haratsch/Koenig/Pechstein, Europarecht, 142 (298); Hatje/von Förster, Europäisches Organisa58 -
tions- und Verfassungsrecht 2014, 543, 583 (145); Härtel, Europäisches Organisations- und Verfas-
sungsrecht 2014, 623, 677 (114); Kassim/Peterson/Bauer/Connolly/Dehousse/Hooghe/Thompson, The 
European Commission of the Twenty-First Century, 1; Hallstein, Der unvollendete Bundesstaat, 56.

 Ioannou-Naoum-Wokoun/Ruelling, The European Union: History, Institutions, Law, Politics, 116; 59

Staeglich, Der Kommissionspräsident als Oberhaupt der Europäischen Union, 114; Oppelland, Die 
Europäische Union nach dem Vertrag von Lissabon, 79, 88; Peterson, The Institutions of the European 
Union 2012, 96, 115; Tsakatika, Journal of Common Market Studies 2005, 193, 212; Hatje/von För-
ster, Europäisches Organisations- und Verfassungsrecht 2014, 543, 583 (132); Curtin, Executive 
Power of the European Union, 91; Kassim/Peterson/Bauer/Connolly/Dehousse/Hooghe/Thompson, 
The European Commission of the Twenty-First Century, 1; Müller Gómez/Wessels, Europa von A bis Z 
2020, 495, 499. 

 Nugent/Rhinard, Journal of Common Market Studies 2016, 1199, 1200; Knauff, Die Europäische 60

Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 9, 20.

 Decker/Sonnicksen, Zeitschrift für Politikwissenschaft 2016, 71, 74.61

 Knauff, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 9, 20.62

 Decker/Sonnicksen, Zeitschrift für Politikwissenschaft 2016, 71, 74.63
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Member States.  In implementing EU directives by Member States, the European Commissi64 -

on also acts as an “honest broker”  and takes on a neutral and mediating role when an agree65 -

ment must be reached on the concrete course of action regarding the national legislation based 

on it.  Its normative role is complemented by its right to sue the Member State if the direc66 -

tives are not transposed into domestic legislation as intended.  In exercise of its administrati67 -

ve role, the European Commission directs European agricultural and competition policy and, 

as the “keeper of the Treaties” , oversees European finances together with the CJEU.  In ad68 69 -

dition, the European Commission represents the EU externally by brokering and negotiating 

treaties with external countries or international organisations.   70

Overall, this institution combines legislative, executive and regulatory power in the EU, 

which shows there is no clear separation of power in the EU apart from its judicial system.  71

However, according to the fifth sentence of Article 17 (1) TEU, its competencies are primarily 

executive.  This entanglement of powers could be due to the constant back and forth between 72

“intergovernmentalism” and “supranationalism” in the founding and historical development 

of the EU.   73

Finally, the Commission and its members are accountable to the European Parliament as a 

 Ioannou-Naoum-Wokoun/Ruelling, The European Union: History, Institutions, Law, Politics, 116; 64

Edwards, The European Commission, 1, 6; Napel/Widgrén, Public Choice 2008, 21, 24; Peterson, The 
Institutions of the European Union 2012, 96, 97. 

 Peterson, The Institutions of the European Union 2012, 96, 97. 65

 Ioannou-Naoum-Wokoun/Ruelling, The European Union: History, Institutions, Law, Politics, 116; 66

Edwards, The European Commission, 1, 6; Curtin, Executive Power of the European Union, 91; Cini, 
Pragmatism prevails: Barroso’s European Commission, 6; Endo, The presidency of the European 
Commission under Jacques Delors: The Politics of shared leadership., 37; Peterson, Journal of Eu-
ropean Public Policy 1999, 48. 

 Ioannou-Naoum-Wokoun/Ruelling, The European Union: History, Institutions, Law, Politics, 116; 67

Edwards, The European Commission, 1, 6. 

 Hatje/von Förster, Europäisches Organisations- und Verfassungsrecht, 543, 583 (132).68

 Hooghe/Nugent, The Institutions of the European Union 2017, 147, 152 f.; Napel/Widgrén, Public 69

Choice 2008, 21, 24; Hatje/von Förster, Europäisches Organisations- und Verfassungsrecht 2014, 543, 
583 (132); Case C- 70/88 Parliament v Council, 23.

 Ioannou-Naoum-Wokoun/Ruelling, The European Union: History, Institutions, Law, Politics, 116; 70

Edwards, The European Commission, 1, 6; Peñalver García/Priestley, The Making of a European 
President, 22. 

 Müller, Political Leadership and the European Commission Presidency, 36. 71

 Hatje/von Förster, Europäisches Organisations- und Verfassungsrecht 2014, 543, 583 (132).72

 Müller, Political Leadership and the European Commission Presidency, 36. 73
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collegial body under Article 17 (8), first sentence TEU.  In fact, according to Article 17 (3) 74

second and third sentence of the TEU, the Commissioners are obliged to guarantee their ac-

tive and passive autonomy and independence from national interests by acting with certain 

institutional and legal limits which cannot be transferred back to the Member States.  In re75 -

turn, the Member States must also not seek to influence the Members of the Commission in 

the performance of their duties under the first sentence of Article 245 (2) TFEU. Full transpa-

rency must be ensured in all relations between the European Commission and the Member 

States.  76

The European Commission is a “multi-dependent” institution in three essential aspects. The 

Commission’s dependence is primarily reflected in the investiture procedure of the Commis-

sion President and the entire College.  Furthermore, the EU budget is set by the European 77

Council and the European Parliament. Finally, the Commission cannot act unilaterally in car-

rying out its main tasks. It shares responsibility for setting EU objectives with the European 

Council and the Council of Ministers, legislative competence with the Council and the Par-

liament, and policy implementation with Member State administrations, which the Commis-

sion shares with the CJEU.  Whereas the Commission launched, on average, more than a 78

hundred initiatives per year in the early 2000s, today, there is merely only a handful.  This 79

subdued pace of drafting will also be due to the influence of these competence 

entanglements.  80

The European Commission consists of the Commission President and the College of Com-

missioners. The position of the Commission President is legally secured and characterised in 

Article 17 (6) TEU. According to its letters (a) and (b), the European Commission carries out 

its activities under political direction and guidelines of its President.  The President also has 81

 Hatje/von Förster, Europäisches Organisations- und Verfassungsrecht 2014, 543, 583 (133).74

 Curtin, Executive Power of the European Union, 91.75

 Haratsch/Koenig/Pechstein, Europarecht, 137, Rn.285.76

 Christiansen, Journal of European Public Policy 1997, 73, 85 f.77

 Case C-70/88, Parliament v Council, 23.78

 Nugent/Rhinard, Journal of Common Market Studies 2016, 1199, 1205.79

 Nugent/Rhinard, Journal of Common Market Studies 2016, 1199, 1205.80

 Staeglich, Der Kommissionspräsident als Oberhaupt der Europäischen Union, 111, 155 f.; Hatje/von 81

Förster, Europäisches Organisations- und Verfassungsrecht 2014, 543, 583 (140); Hofmann, Europa 
von A bis Z 2020, 197, 199 f.; McCormick, European Union Politics, 163.
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the competence to organise this institution internally, e.g. by appointing the Vice-Presidents 

independently, advising the national governments on the appointment of Commissioners and 

dismissing or forcing the resignation of Commissioners, letter (c).  The incumbent may di82 -

rect or take over tasks from Commissioners that s/he deems to be performed ineffectively.  83

The President of the Commission convenes, chairs meetings of the College, draws up the 

agenda and approves its minutes.  In doing so, s/he can utilise procedural means, e.g. influ84 -

encing where, when and how decisions are taken in the collective decision-making process.  85

On one side, the President is empowered to establish subcommittees in the College and decide 

on their composition; on the other side, s/he cannot delegate the College’s decision-making 

power to these formations to circumvent opposition in the College.  These specific compe86 -

tencies arise less from EU primary law, as e.g. Article 17 (6) TEU, but rather from the prac-

tical necessities resulting from the organisation of the Commission’s work, the institutionali-

sation of office since its first incumbent, Walter Hallstein,  and the Commission’s Rules of 87

Procedure.  The Commission President’s direct and indirect presence in all chambers of the 88

Union gives them comprehensive knowledge,  as s/he is the only incumbent to participate in 89

all four areas of decision-making.  For example, the Commission President is de jure an in90 -

fluential member of the European Council.  In the polycentric system of the EU, the Com91 -

 Staeglich, Der Kommissionspräsident als Oberhaupt der Europäischen Union, 149 f.; Hatje/von 82

Förster, Europäisches Organisations- und Verfassungsrecht 2014, 543, 583 (140); Hofmann, Europa 
von A bis Z 2020, 197, 199 f; Nasshoven, The Appointment of the President of the European Commis-
sion, 87. 

 Kassim/Connolly/Dehousse/Rozenberg/Bendjaballah, Journal of European Public Policy 2017, 653, 83

659; E.g. since the Juncker administration, which began in 2014, only Vice Presidents were entitled to 
submit agenda items Becker/Bauer/Connolly/Kassim, West European Politics 2016, 1011, 1022; 
Dinan, Journal of Common Market Studies 2016, 101, 104.

 Kassim, The European Commission of the Twenty-First Century 2013, 151, 156.84

 Kassim, The European Commission of the Twenty-First Century 2013, 151, 155.85

 Kassim, The European Commission of the Twenty-First Century 2013, 151, 156.86

 von der Groeben, Walter Hallstein - The Forgotten European?, 95, 96 f.87

 Kassim, The European Commission of the Twenty-First Century 2013, 151, 155.88

 Hooghe/Nugent, The Institutions of the European Union 2006, 147, 152.89

 The Commission President is the lead representative of the College of Commissioners, a member of 90

the European Council, and through regular participation in the Council of Ministers and in plenary 
sessions of the European Parliament; Müller, Political Leadership and the European Commission Pres-
idency, 35.

 de Schoutheete, The Institutions of the European Union 2017, 55, 72.91
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mission Presidency thus occupies the central mediating position.  This positioning of the 92

Commission President gives them more political capacity than initially intended for their role 

as head of a technocratic institution in the 1957 Treaties of Rome.  According to that s/he 93

was to promote the general interest of the Union and take appropriate initiatives, provide lea-

dership and formulate general objectives.  A Commission President who uses these freedoms 94

and maximises their formal powers can significantly influence the direction of European poli-

cy.  Based on these competencies, the Commission, its placement in the European frame95 -

work and the agenda it pursues are determined by the individual Commission President’s de-

sign of the institution and their interpretation of legal powers.  Outside the EU institutions, 96

the Commission President can also achieve pan-European goals and agendas in negotiations 

with Member States following the public will.  97

The outlined rights and functions of the European Commission and its President derive indi-

rectly from the legal requirements of Article 17 (6) TEU but are only explicitly formalised in 

the Commission’s Rules of Procedure.  In summary, the President of the Commission is the 98

agenda-setter, the leading facilitator and the public leader of the EU.  As a ‘mediator’ and 99

‘honest broker’, the President of the Commission acts within the framework of the ‘communi-

ty method', always taking decisions at the European and international level with the commu-

nity’s interests in mind.  The Commission President as the face of the EU, being directly or 100

 Müller, Politics and Governance 2016, 68, 70.92

 Müller, Political Leadership and the European Commission Presidency, 35.93

 Curtin, Executive Power of the European Union: Law, Practices, and the Living Constitution, 91; 94

Peterson, Journal of European Public Policy 1999, 46, 47.

 Tömmel, Journal of Common Market Studies 2013, 789, 790; Nugent/Rhinard, Journal of Common 95

Market Studies 2016, 1199, 1201; Becker/Bauer/Connolly/Kassim, West European Politics 2016, 
1011, 1026; Jabko, Playing the Market, 43, 47. 

 Tömmel, Journal of Common Market Studies 2013, 789, 790; Müller, Politics and Governance 2016, 96

68, 72.

 Endo, The Presidency of the European Commission under Jacques Delors, 26-28; Tömmel, Journal 97

of Common Market Studies 2013, 789, 790.

 Müller, Political Leadership and the European Commission Presidency, 48 f.98

 Becker/Bauer/Connolly/Kassim, West European Politics 2016, 1011, 1014; Endo, The Presidency of 99

the European Commission under Jacques Delors, 26, 63 f.; Tömmel, Journal of Common Market Stud-
ies 2013, 789, 790; Wille, The Normalization of the European Commission: Politics and Bureaucracy 
in the EU Executive, 61, 64; Kassim/Peterson/Bauer/Connolly/Dehousse/Hooghe/Thompson, The Eu-
ropean Commission of the Twenty-First Century, 164; Cini, The European Commission Leadership, 
Organisation and Culture in the EU Administration, 36 f.

 Curtin, Executive Power of the European Union, 92; Müller, Politics and Governance 2016, 68, 70. 100
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indirectly involved in all of the EU’s aspects, was called into question with the introduction of 

the permanent Presidency of the European Council by the Treaty of Lisbon. However, this did 

not lead to the exclusion of the Commission President from European Council summits or the 

loss of those other cross-institutional competencies that s/he had before. This description 

shows that the President of the European Commission occupies a - if not the - crucial and lea-

ding position in the EU framework, which has the most significant impact on the lives of Eu-

ropean citizens when s/he exercises their powers in all areas of the ever-growing Union.  

Compared to the prime ministers at the national level, the Commission President used to as-

sume the relatively weak role of a “primus inter pares” - first among equals - within the Col-

lege of Commissioners.  Even though the Treaties have conferred significant functions on 101

the European Commission, as already explained, there is only a rudimentary distinction bet-

ween the Commission President and the other members of the College of Commissioners.  102

In addition, the President of the Commission, like the other members, has only one vote; for-

mal decisions are taken by a simple majority in the European Commission.  S/he must strike 103

a balance between effectively chairing the College, achieving collegial consensus and exer-

cising leadership on policy direction, and being unable to exercise managerial control or im-

pose policy positions on their colleagues.  However since the Treaty of Nice, now according 104

to Article 17 (6) TEU the entire Commission acts under the political guidance of the Commis-

sion President.  Like the entire College of Commissioners, the President is elected by the 105

European Parliament. Due to the current lack of clarity in the European elections, the Com-

mission does not have the legitimacy a popular mandate confers.  By not being a party lea106 -

der or head of a coalition, s/he does not have the resources of a head of state or government to 

mobilise voters or influence the content of their ministerial colleagues.  107

Overall, the success of the Commission President is shaped by three key external factors in 

 Kassim, The Oxford Handbook of the EU 2012, 219, 220; Spence, The European Commission, 25, 101

29.

 Cini, Leaderless Europe 2008, 113, 117.102

 Kassim, The European Commission of the Twenty-First Century 2013, 151, 156.103

 Spence, The European Commission, 25, 27-30.104

 Wagener/Eger, Europäische Integration, 222.105

 Kassim, The European Commission of the Twenty-First Century 2013, 151, 156.106

 Kassim, The European Commission of the Twenty-First Century 2013, 151, 156.107
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particular. Firstly, the calibre of candidates that member governments are willing to select for 

the College is decisive.  Secondly, it depends on whether the Commission President can 108

muster supportive majorities in the European Parliament.  Finally, the willingness of the 109

member governments to act at the EU level is crucial and the ability of the Commission Pre-

sident to convince and mobilise support within and outside the European Commission.  The 110

far-reaching influence of the European Commission shows that its leadership stands out as 

unique in the EU’s institutional structure.  111

These decision-making processes are what the democratic claim to participation refers to.  112

Although the independent European Commission is elected by the European Parliament, wi-

thout a content-based and personal electoral procedure it nevertheless acts largely detached 

from the political will-forming process.  However the Commission is a supranational orien113 -

ted institution, its investiture is intergovernmental as becomes clear through the considerable 

influence of the Member State governments in that regard.  In addition to the appointment 114

of the personalities of the commissioners, the executive acts as the legislature in the Council 

through a breach of the separation of powers in the shape of an entanglement of powers in an 

amount surpassing the national political systems.  Similar to a parliamentary government, 115

the European Commission is responsible to the European Parliament.  Democratic participa116 -

tion, in fact, requires the accountability of the executive to democratic representation and, for 

the Union, can only mean that the Commission is appointed by the electorate and is accounta-

 Coombes, Politics and Bureaucracy in the European Community, 251 f.; Spence, The European 108

Commission 2006, 25, 28; Peterson, The Institutions of the European Union 2006, 81, 92 f.

 Kassim, The European Commission of the Twenty-First Century 2013, 151, 160 f.109

 Kassim, The European Commission of the Twenty-First Century 2013, 151, 160 f.110

 von Ondarza, SWP-Aktuell 5/2014, 1; Peterson, The Institutions of the European Union 2012, 96, 111

97. 

 Fisahn, Demokratie und Öffentlichkeitsbeteiligung, 292 et seq.112

 Fisahn/Viotto, Zeitschrift für Rechtspolitik 2007, 198, 201; Ruffert, Die Europäische Kommission 113

zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 39, 44.

 Ruffert, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 39, 44; Wies114 -
ner, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 85, 88.

 Ruffert, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 39, 44; Ney115 -
er, Wirtschaftsdienst 2008, 491, 492; Hartlapp/Wiesner, Zeitschrift für Politikwissenschaft 2016 - 
Sonderband; Wiesner, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 
85, 92. 

 Wiesner, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 85, 93. 116
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ble to it.  This governmental accountability of the European Commission is ultimately safe117 -

guarded by the possible vote of no confidence by the European Parliament.  However, the 118

permanent central-executive position of the European Council and thus of the Member States 

cannot be overlooked and should not be underestimated.  In consideration of the significant 119

powers of the European Commission despite the duality of the EU’s executive, the view of 

the Federal Constitutional Court  that the EU and thus its Commission, as a central suprana120 -

tional and executive-acting body, does not have to meet the requirements of that of a national 

government, such as the German Federal Government, due to its particularity,  is at least 121

debatable. 

§ 2.2 The Lisbon Treaty triggering a new Electoral Process concerning the Commission 

President’s Investiture  

The Lisbon Treaty, signed on 13 December 2007, significantly changed the procedure for ap-

pointing the President of the European Commission. According to Article 17 (7) TEU, the Eu-

ropean Council shall “take into account the elections” when nominating the candidate for 

Commission President, and the European Parliament shall subsequently “elect” this candidate 

instead of confirming them.  This adjustment, reflected in the resulting Spitzenkandidaten 122

rule, was intended to give European voters in the 2014 European elections the opportunity for 

the first time to determine the composition of the European legislature and the leadership of 

the supposedly EU executive as well.  It was expected that there would be a push for demo123 -

cratisation, especially in the European Commission,  which would show the growing confi124 -

dence of the European Parliament and increase the importance of the EU elections. The idea 

 Gusy, Globalisierung und Demokratie 2000, 131 et seq.117

 Wiesner, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 85, 94 f.  118

 Wiesner, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 85, 95; 119

Duverger, European Journal of Political Research 1980, 165-187; Sartori, Comparative constitutional 
engineering. An inquiry into structures, incentives and outcomes.  

 BVerfGE, 123, 267 (368), Lissabon.120

 Ruffert, Die Europäische Kommission zwischen Technokratie und Politisierung 2016, 39, 51.121

 Hobolt, Journal of European Public Policy 2014, 1528, 1533; Müller Gómez/Wessels, Jahrbuch der 122

Europäischen Integration 2019, 71, 72.

 Weiler, The European Journal of International Law 2013, 747, 750; Kocharov, ZEuS 4/2014, 443, 123

444; Christiansen, West European Politics 2016, 992, 993. 

 Göler/Jopp, integration - 2/2014, 152.124

 16



was that the parliamentary majority should be reflected in the leadership of the future Eu-

ropean Commission.  After the Lisbon Treaty entered into force on 1 December 2009, the 125

then Commission President José Manuel Barroso laid the foundation for a lead candidate pro-

cess for the future appointment of Commission Presidents. To this end, he invited all Eu-

ropean party families to nominate their top candidates to be elected by the European citizens 

in the European elections.  AFCO subsequently adopted a resolution  calling on European 126 127

political parties to nominate top candidates for the European elections. Section 15 states that 

the candidate of the party that wins the most seats in the European Parliament elections will 

“be the first to be considered” for the post of President of the European Commission.  Ac128 -

cording to the European Parliament’s interpretation of the Lisbon Treaty, a vote in the 2014 

European elections would thus also be an indirect vote on the President of the European 

Commission.   129

§ 2.3 Further developments of the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement 

Consequently, the larger European parties nominated individual lead candidates and therefore 

adopted the requirements of the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement.  The idea of Spitzenkandi130 -

daten at the European level, apart from the national lead candidates on the national lists, 

brought a new transnational dimension to the European election process.  This vision goes 131

hand in hand with the expectation that the European Parliament can expand its power and 

bring about the parliamentarisation of the EU,  especially the European Commission. The 132

Spitzenkandidaten arrangement intended to add personnel to the European election campaigns 

 Puglierin/Rappold, DGAPstandpunkt 6/2019, 1.125

 European Commission, SPEECH/12/596.126

 European Parliament, Resolution on the practical arrangements for the holding of the 2014 Eu127 -
ropean Parliament elections, P7TA-(2013), 0323; Thieme/Wessels, Jahrbuch der Europäischen Integra-
tion 2019, 93, 94.

 Kocharov, ZEuS 4/2014, 443, 444; Müller Gómez/Wessels, Jahrbuch der Europäischen Integration 128

2019, 71, 72.

 Hobolt, Journal of European Public Policy 2014, 1528, 1533.129

 von Ondarza, SWP-Aktuell 36/2014, 1, 2.; Hobolt, Journal of European Public Policy 2014, 1528, 130

1533 f.; Weidenfeld, Jahrbuch der Europäischen Integration 2019, 15, 16; Müller Gómez/Wessels, 
Jahrbuch der Europäischen Integration 2019, 71, 72.

 Christiansen, West European Politics 2016, 992, 993.131

 Grimm, Europa ja - aber welches?, 135; Kassim, The European Commission of the Twenty-First 132

Century 2013, 130, 132.
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hoping to stimulate the European debate by Europeanising the campaign issues and the tur-

nout by personalising the election.  According to its initiators, this adaptation could provoke 133

a Europe-wide discussion on specifically European problems and mobilise European 

voters.  Finally, the hope was to solve the fundamental problem assumed by empowering 134

the European Parliament.  The aim was to raise the European elections to a higher priority 135

than second-order elections and to put the European Parliament at the centre to increase the 

democratic legitimacy of the EU.  

This development and intention correspond to the original idea of the European elections 

when introduced in 1979, as these elections would strengthen the democratic dimension of 

policy-making in the EU.  The Parliament was created as a legislative chamber that would 136

be accountable to the interests of the electorate,  which would legitimise the exercise of 137

power in the EU.  Before, democratic legitimacy rested solely with elected national go138 -

vernments in the Council. The movement which aimed to strengthen the democratic legitima-

cy of the EU, was realised through successive treaty changes that made the European Parlia-

ment a real co-legislator alongside the Council, also being able to impact the investiture of the 

Commission President.  Ultimately, this new impetus was also well-received by European 139

citizens, with 57 % of EU citizens in favour of European political parties putting forward their 

candidate for President of the European Commission in the next European elections.  140

§ 2.4 The Impact of Spitzenkandidaten on the 2014 European Elections and its Outcome  

Despite establishing the Spitzenkandidaten model, the voter turnout did not increase in 2014 

but remained at a low of hardly 43 % across the EU.  It rose in countries where the profile 141

 Peñalver García/Priestley, The Making of a European President, 183.133

 Müller Gómez/Wessels, Jahrbuch der Europäischen Integration 2019, 71, 72.134

 Grimm, Europa ja - aber welches?, 135.135

 Hobolt/Franklin, Electoral Studies 2011, 1; Franklin/Hobolt, Electoral Studies 2011, 67, 68.136

 Hobolt/Franklin, Electoral Studies 2011, 1.137

 Hobolt/Franklin, Electoral Studies 2011, 1.138

 Hix/Noury/Roland, Democratic Politics in the European Parliament, 14 f.139

 European Commission, Special Eurobarometer 415, 80.140

 European Parliament, Results of the 2014 European elections, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/141

elections2014-results/en/election-results-2014.html, last accessed: 15 June 2022.
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of this model was high and the home countries of some leading candidates, for example, 

Germany, France, and Greece.  Nevertheless, it should not be overlooked that the majority 142

of Europeans did not vote in these elections, which does not support the choice of the Spitzen-

kandidaten arrangement.  

After the 2014 elections, the leaders of the winning parties, the EPP and the PES, agreed on a 

coalition.  So, the European parties and their top candidates were unanimously desiring to 143

adhere to the Spitzenkandidaten model.  Consequently, from their point of view, the Eu144 -

ropean Council had to propose the name of the leading candidate, Jean-Claude Juncker, to the 

European Parliament to respect the democratic will of the European electorate.  His oppo145 -

nent, the PES top candidate Martin Schulz, declared Juncker the winner, conceded defeat and 

finally offered him his full support,  which was a decisive step towards establishing the 146

Spitzenkandidaten model. The European Parliament resorted to means other than simply 

claiming that the election result should decide the candidate and leveraging the European 

Council in the inter-institutional process.  

The European Council, on the other hand, in particular its President Herman van Rompuy, 

initially refused to accept the Spitzenkandidaten procedure.  He argued that it would abuse 147

the prerogatives of the European Council and create dissent between Member States that 

would allow for institutional deadlock.  The then Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, 148

David Cameron, described this procedure as a “power grab by the back door” that the Mem-

ber States had never agreed to and that would shift power from the European Council to the 

Parliament and politicise the European Commission.  149

Because of this disagreement, the plurality of heads of state or government expected the Eu-

ropean Council to propose compromise candidates, as they did not see a clear majority in the 

 European Parliament, Results of the 2014 European elections, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/142

elections2014-results/en/election-results-2014.html, last accessed: 15 June 2022.
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 Christiansen, West European Politics 2016, 992, 1005.146
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electorate.  However, many European government leaders got trapped by their individual 150

earlier support for the Spitzenkandidaten rule being unable to officially turn away from this 

procedure, which argued for an increase in the importance of the European elections in the 

choice of the Commission presidency. Although the European Council hesitated and never 

formally accepted the Spitzenkandidaten procedure, it finally nominated Juncker as Commis-

sion President.  Therefore, the 2014 election under the Spitzenkandidaten model marked “a 151

sort of change in the European Union’s constitutional balance without treaty amendment” , 152

with significant implications for the inter-institutional balance of power. The European Par-

liament argued that it should and would not be possible for the European Council to overrule 

such a choice by the European electorate, even in future elections.  This procedure would 153

end the previous backroom elections and non-transparent decisions of the European Council, 

respecting the legal duty of consideration in Article 17 (7) TEU and leading to a genuine and 

sufficient link between the European elections and the appointment of the Commission Presi-

dent.  Consequently, the European Parliament seemed to have secured a direct right to ap154 -

point the President of the European Commission.  However, this point of contention bet155 -

ween proponents of increasing parliamentarisation of the EU and those of an intergovernmen-

tal interpretation of the Lisbon Treaty remains legally unresolved.  156

§ 2.5 The 2019 European Elections: Final Consolidation of the Spitzenkandidaten Rule? 

The 2019 European elections represented an opportunity to establish the Spitzenkandidaten 

model ultimately.  Therefore, party political support was further emphasised and strengthe157 -

ned in the run-up to the 2010 elections, with most party families presenting lead candidates 

 Göler/Jopp, integration - 2/2014, 152, 159-160150

 Hrbek, integration 2019, 167, 182-183; Müller Gómez/Wessels, Jahrbuch der Europäischen Integra151 -
tion 2019, 71, 72.

 Goldoni, European Law Journal 2016, 279, 284.152

 Weiler, The European Journal of International Law 2013, 747, 750. 153

 Weiler, The European Journal of International Law 2013, 747, 750. 154

 Hobolt, Journal of European Public Policy 2014, 1528, 1538.155
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again.  These candidates became much more prominent  through their campaigning oppo158 159 -

site to the 2014 elections.  

The European Parliament, as the only directly elected body of the EU, was significantly 

strengthened by the higher turnout in 2019.  Both European Parliament and the European 160

Commission saw this development as a sign of continuation and consolidation of the Spitzen-

kandidaten model.  The European Parliament saw in its mind’s eye the institutionalised 161

framework within which the European Council must comply with the rules established after 

the 2014 elections.  However, some European Member States were now represented by 162

other actors and, as a result, were reluctant or opposed to the Spitzenkandidaten model.  163

Therefore, the European Council and its then President, Donald Tusk, had reservations about 

praising the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement.  Tusk, tasked with launching consultations 164

with the European Parliament and the Member States, stressed that there could be “no auto-

matism”  for the appointment of one of the Spitzenkandidaten as the future Commission 165

President.   166

Under pressure from the media and the two other EU institutions, the first debates in the Eu-

ropean Council focused on possible party-political majorities for a candidate who had been 

the frontrunner in the elections.  Although the EPP and its top candidate Manfred Weber 167

won most of the seats in the European Parliament, the election results indicated that forming a 

grand coalition with the PES would no longer be possible, so a strong consensus from all poli-

 Heidbreder/Schade, Research and Politics 4/2020, 1, 3.158

 Especially in media Weidenfeld, Jahrbuch der Europäischen Integration 2019, 15, 16; Kohls/Müller, 159

integration 2019, 218, 221.
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 Puglierin/Rappold, DGAPstandpunkt 6/2019, 1.161
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2022
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tical spectrums in the European Council was needed.  When they met on 20 June 2019, the 168

heads of state and government of the European Member States could not find a majority for 

Weber or any of the leading candidates of the other European party families.  Following 169

Declaration No. 6 to the Lisbon Treaty, Tusk stressed that the European Council would seek a 

compromise within the interests of the European Parliament and agree on a personnel package 

for the EU’s top posts that respected the diversity of the Union and its Member States.  At 170

the G20 meeting in Osaka, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, French President Emmanuel 

Macron, Socialist European Council spokesman and Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez, 

and Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte agreed on Frans Timmermans, the PES Spitzenkandi-

dat, as the Commission President to be nominated.  However, the Visegrád countries and 171

other conservative leaders vetoed this proposal as Timmermans, the former Vice-President of 

the Commission, was responsible for triggering the Article 7 procedure against Poland.  Af172 -

ter three days of intense negotiations, EU leaders agreed to nominate the then German De-

fence Minister Ursula von der Leyen as President of the European Commission at a special 

meeting in early July 2019.  As a member of the Christian Democrats in Germany and thus 173

belonging to the EPP, von der Leyen personified a compromise of the European Member Sta-

tes in the spirit of the Treaty provisions.  With this decision, the members of the European 174

Council completely ignored the Spitzenkandidaten process and thus concluded a classic “pa-

ckage deal”  that bridged the diverging interests of the EU heads of state and government 175

after protracted negotiations.  

Similarly, following the European elections, the European Parliament was divided on the final 

call for Spitzenkandidaten for the nomination of the Commission President in 2019. Before 

 Müller Gómez/Thieme, Die Europawahl 2019, 181, 186.168

 Tusk, Remarks by President Donal Tusk after the European Council meeting on 20 June 2019.169
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 Thieme/Wessels, Jahrbuch Der Europäischen Integration 2019, 93, 95.171
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 Müller Gómez/Thieme, Die Europawahl 2019, 181, 186; Ahrens, Jahrbuch der Europäischen Integ174 -
ration, 243, 246.

 Wessels, The European Council, 139-140.175

 22

https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/eu-kommissionspraesident-1.4506319
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/eu-kommissionspraesident-1.4506319


the European elections in February 2019, MEPs still emphasised that “the candidate must 

have been designated as a Spitzenkandidat by one of the European political parties and must 

have campaigned for the post of President of the Commission in the run-up to the European 

elections” . However this stipulation disappeared after the European elections. The political 176

party groups could not form a majority for any one of the lead candidates.  Therefore, the 177

European Parliament could not oppose the European Council’s alternative proposal with a 

unified, strong voice. As a result, on 16 July 2019, von der Leyen was presented to the Eu-

ropean Parliament for election as the nominated candidate for Commission President. The 

narrow majority of 383 votes, nine more than necessary, with which von der Leyen was elec-

ted, shows the internal division of the European Parliament over the new Commission  

President.   178

§ 2.6 Legal Protection of the winning Spitzenkandidat after being passed over 

In the scenario of the winning Spitzenkandidat not being elected as President of the Commis-

sion, despite their legitimate claim according to the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement, as in 

2019, it is uncertain whether a respective right to contest the election of another candidate 

exists. Apart from that, the European electorate could possibly claim their share of the Eu-

ropean elections under the pledged connection to the election of the President of the Commis-

sion before the elections. Such a legal protection could possibly arise from the action for an-

nulment under Article 263 TFEU, which allows judicial review of legislative acts and legally 

binding acts by the General Court of the EU at first instance. It is therefore questionable whe-

ther the election of the Commission President constitutes a legally binding act and if so, whe-

ther its review would be covered according to Article 263 TFEU.  

As a direct action, Article 263 TFEU regulates the possibility to file an action for Member 

States, institutions of the EU and individuals against acts and legislative acts of the EU, inclu-

ding the supervision of the legality of acts executed by EU institutions, safeguarding the full 

 European Parliament, European Parliament resolution of 13 February 2019 on the state of debate 176

on the future of Europe (2018/2094(INI)).

 Weigl, Jahrbuch der Europäischen Integration 2019, 165, 167. 177

 Müller Gómez/Thieme, Die Europawahl 2019, 181, 188; Hofmann, Jahrbuch der Europäischen In178 -
tegration 2019, 109, 111. 
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legal protection guaranteed in Article 19 TEU.  The legal consequence sought is the ex tunc-179

annulment of the contested act.   180

Both the former candidate and the European citizens could be actively legitimised as natural 

persons under Article 263 (4) TFEU. Moreover, according to this law, natural persons can 

only attack, if the acts affect them directly and individually, therefore they are named non-pri-

vileged plaintiffs.  Consequently, proof on an individual interest in legal protection must be 181

provided at the time the action for annulment is filed.  182

Article 263 (1) TFEU formulates the various causes of action in an action for annulment. Sin-

ce the central act for the election of the President of the Commission lies in the election by the 

European Parliament, and the latter on the whole opposes the Spitzenkandidaten principle if it 

elects another nominated candidate, as it has happened in 2019, the action for annulment has 

to be directed against the election by the European Parliament. For this purpose, however, the 

election of the Commission President must also have a legal effect vis-à-vis third parties. In 

such a case, the plaintiff would be individually concerned, according to the established case 

law of the CJEU, if “the decision affects him/her on account of certain personal characteris-

tics or special circumstances which distinguish him/her from all other persons and therefore 

individualises him/her in a manner similar to an addressee” . It is therefore questionable 183

whether the election or non-election of a candidate as President of the European Commission 

triggers such a legal effect. Under Article 263 (1) TFEU this act must produce binding legal 

effects affecting the interests of the plaintiff by interfering with their legal position.  For the 184

creation of binding legal effects, it is necessary that a measure definitively establishes the au-

thor’s position, as distinguished from a mere intention of an institution to behave in a certain 

way.  Mere factual effects and disadvantages, especially of an economic nature of an act or 185

 Mayer/Stöger-Lengauer, 176. Lfg., Artikel 263, Rn.3; Lenz/Borchardt, 6. Auflage, Artikel 263, 179
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decision are not sufficient to prove a legal effect.  In contrast, the rejection of a request for 186

action by an EU body may be considered insofar as there is a corresponding obligation to 

act.  A challengeable legal act may also consist of atypical acts that introduce new obligati187 -

ons and are therefore intended to produce legal effects towards their addressees.  On the 188

subject of the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement, it is therefore questionable whether the election 

of the President of the Commission constitutes a legal effect according to Article 263 TFEU 

and whether the Parliament has had a legally binding obligation for compliance with the Spit-

zenkandidaten principle in 2019 towards the effected Spitzenkandidat and the EU electorate.  

An election is not a legal action in the sense of European primary or secondary law. Instead, it 

is an act with legal effects. This is because every election has a direct legal consequence, 

which is decided by the majority. The same applies to the election of the President of the 

Commission. The direct consequence of the election of the candidate proposed by the Eu-

ropean Council is their appointment as President of the Commission. This consequence also 

has an indirect effect on third parties. On the one hand, the candidate elected by a majority 

under the Spitzenkandidaten principle in the European election has not been appointed Com-

mission President. On the other hand, the electorate has cast its democratic vote under a diffe-

rent guiding principle, assuming that they will influence the election of the Commission Pre-

sidency with their vote. In this respect, it is reasonable, to assume a legal responsibility of the 

European Parliament towards the nominated top candidates and the European electorate to 

adhere the Spitzenkandidatenprinzip. 

This conclusion gets enhanced by an inter-institutional agreement between the European Par-

liament and the European Commission on 17 February 2018, which, among other things, pro-

vides for the possibility for Commissioners to be nominated as lead candidates for the elec-

tion of the Commission President by the European party families, explicitly using the word 

Spitzenkandidaten.  With the Treaty of Lisbon, the inter-institutional cooperation of the EU 189

institutions involved in legislation was codified in primary law in the form of inter-institutio-

 Case C-543/79, Birke v Commission, 2669; Lenz/Borchardt, 6. Auflage, Artikel 263, Rn.11.186

 Case C-246/81, Lord Bethel v Commission, 2277; Lenz/Borchardt, 6. Auflage, Artikel 263, Rn.11.187
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nal treaties in Article 295 sentence 2 TFEU.  Inter-institutional agreements can be characte190 -

rised as implementing the principle of loyal cooperation between the EU institutions.  They 191

have the purpose of filling existing gaps in the Treaties.  Artikel 295 sentence 2 clarifies that 192

inter-institutional agreements can have a legally binding effect.  However, the question, 193

whether an inter-institutional agreement also has legally binding force must be assessed on a 

case-by-case basis.  Indications for this can be the parties’ intention to be legally bound and 194

the scope and binding effect vis-à-vis third parties.   195

The assumption of the legal standing of an MEP who acts as the leading candidate of a Eu-

ropean party family seems unlikely overall. This is mainly due to the fact that there is no law 

that recognises the legal figure of a Spitzenkandidat as such. Consequently no rights can be 

derived from it, since a Spitzenkandidat, assuming that s/he must be a MEP can only invoke 

such rights, which however, would not distinguish them from other MEPs, as the nomination 

as Spitzenkandidat does not confer any additional rights on him or her. The situation is diffe-

rent with regard to the European electorate, which can invoke its electoral rights. The election 

of the European Parliament in recognition of the Spitzenkandidaten principle cannot be com-

pared with election promises made by individual parties, since the Parliament as an institution 

has decided to feel bound as a whole to adhere to this agreement. Thus, as a consequence of 

the disregard of the leading candidate principle by the European Parliament, an action for an-

nulment by the European people appears to be admissible and justified.  

§ 2.7 Conclusions  

The amendment of the wording of Article 17 (7) TEU with the Lisbon Treaty left room for 

various interpretations, in particular to what extent the European Council should take into ac-

count the outcome of the European elections when nominating the Commission President. In 

parallel, the supranational institutions of the EU, the European Parliament and the European 

Commission developed the idea of a leading candidate principle for the election of the Com-

 Schoo/Görlitz, EU-Kommentar, Article 295, 1.190

 Schoo/Görlitz, EU-Kommentar, Article 295, 3.191

 Schoo/Görlitz, EU-Kommentar, Article 295, 3.192
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mission President. These institutions envisaged this rule as binding for the determination of 

the new Commission Presidency in 2014 and prepared themselves accordingly. They assumed 

that the Spitzenkandiaten procedure promises a suitable alternative to the previous practice in 

the election of the Commission Presidency, according to which the European voters have a 

supposedly more powerful influence in the determination of this central position, thus brin-

ging about a modernisation of the processes and an increased sense of responsibility on the 

part of the candidates standing for election. 

Following the 2014 European elections, the European Council initially argued for using a le-

galistic interpretation or a strict interpretation of the wording.  Under considerable pressure 196

from the European Parliament, however, it nevertheless had to bow to the normative demands 

of the European Parliament and consequently nominated Juncker as Commission President.  197

The European Parliament elected him with a large majority of 422 votes out of 376 required.  

In 2019, on the other hand, the European Council did not act as if the new arrangement had 

already been institutionalised and, after lengthy discussions, finally resisted the Parliament’s 

demand for submission to the Spitzenkandidaten principle. In contrast, the European Parlia-

ment did not have sufficient strength to oppose the European Council’s nomination, entering 

into an open institutional dispute. The inter-institutional turmoil in the appointment process 

highlights an ongoing competition between the European Council and the European Parlia-

ment for powers and responsibilities, and the question regarding the structure of the European 

Commission, whether it should be further politicised or remained technocratic.  For this rea198 -

son, the European Council acted out of activated resources and strategies that pushed the de-

cision back to its initial state to exploit the timing and formulate a package deal between 

competing interests as strategic resources. Its impact is most notably reflected in von der Ley-

en’s election result in 2019, which received only 383 of the required 374 votes. 

Article 17 (7) TEU states that the European Council shall “take the European election result 

into account”. The adoption of the Lisbon Treaty and its commitment to the European Council 

highlights the need to link the vote of European citizens in the European Parliament’s elec-

 Goldoni, European Law Journal 2016, 280.196

 Goldoni, European Law Journal 2016, 280, 286.197
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tions more closely to the appointment of the President of the Commission.  Thus, the 199

wording leaves considerable scope for interpretation, which was exhausted by its application 

in 2014, just as in 2019.   200

§ 3 The Appointment of the President of the European Commission in a historical and 

legal Context 

The TEU regulates the appointment of the President of the European Commission in its Arti-

cle 17 (7). The wording is as follows: 

“Taking into account the elections to the European Parliament and after having held the ap-

propriate consultations, the European Council, acting by a qualified majority, shall propose 

to the European Parliament a candidate for President of the Commission. This candidate 

shall be elected by the European Parliament by a majority of its component members. […]” 

The Spitzenkandidaten process used for appointing the President of the Commission in 2014 

is not included in the literal wording of the relevant section. Within this excerpt, two passages 

stand out as rather vague requirements for the European Council in the appointment process 

of the President of the European Commission. On the one hand, the European Council shall 

take the elections to the European Parliament into account when nominating a candidate for 

the Commission Presidency. On the other hand, the European Council must hold appropriate 

consultations for this purpose before the nomination. Something to be taken into account, is 

defined as “to consider or remember something when judging a situation” . Something is 201

appropriate if it is “suitable or right for a particular situation or occasion” . Finally, a con202 -

sultation is “a meeting to discuss something or to get advice” . If one fills in the quoted 203

passage with the above definitions, the passage reads as follows: 

“Considering or remembering the elections to the European Parliament when judging the 

appointment of the President of the European Commission, and after having held meetings, 

which are suitable or right to discuss the appointment of the President of the European 

Commission, the European Council […], shall propose to the European Parliament a candi-

 Waldherr, EuR 2/2019, 31, 38.199

 von Ondarza, SWP-Aktuell 5/2014, 1, 2.200

 Defined by the Cambridge Academic Content Dictionary.201

 Defined by the Cambridge Academic Content Dictionary.202
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date for President of the Commission […]. 

These abstract formulation of the legislators indicates that the issue of the concrete appoint-

ment procedure was left open by law. The concrete implementation is entrusted to the institu-

tional bodies of the EU and their understanding of Article 17 (7) TEU. However, the Eu-

ropean Council has still not provided an internal procedure for the nomination of the Com-

mission Presidency. What is striking about this passage is that the European Council is assi-

gned the active position, while the European Parliament, as the receiving body, is given the 

passive role.  

Whether the TEU only assigns the European Council a formal right of a proposal aimed at the 

Spitzenkandidaten procedure at the EU level will be examined based on the historical deve-

lopment of the EU, its institutions, its structure and its cooperation in inter-institutional deci-

sion-making. The focus here will be on the appointment procedure of the Commission Presi-

dency, whereby all factors have shaped the current legal situation. Another decisive factor is 

whether the EU has followed a more intergovernmental or supranational path. Ultimately, the 

issue is whether the European Parliament has a legal right to influence its nomination. 

§ 3.1 General Development of the EU and its Treaties in Light of the Appointment of the 

President of the European Commission 

The roots of the idea of uniting Europe in terms of a common currency and language go back 

to the Middle Ages and Charlemagne, king of the Franks, Lombards and Romans, also known 

as Pater Europae in the 8th century and his successors. During the Renaissance at the begin-

ning of the 17th century, Duke Maximilien de Béthune had a vision of a union that would 

create a European balance between fifteen equally strong states as guardians of peace.  In 204

1713 Abbé Castel de Saint-Pierre envisioned a federal union of sovereign European states, 

guided by rationalism and progress.  This union was intended to counter the absolutist do205 -

mination of Louis XIV with a permanent alliance through regular meetings in a parliament or 

congress.  In his book “Perpetual Peace” of 1795, the German philosopher Immanuel Kant 206

envisages a “federative organisation of Europe with republican states”.  Subsequently, other 207

 Pfetsch/Beichelt, Die Europäische Union: Geschichte, Institutionen, Prozesse, 16.204
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philosophers such as Henri de Saint-Simon (1814) and Victor Hugo (1849) also paint the pic-

ture of a reorganised European society as a unitary state. An early model of international go-

vernment was designed at the Congress of Vienna in 1815 to give Europe order after the de-

feat of Napoleon.  The League of Nations, founded in 1920, aimed to ratify a new territorial 208

division of Europe.  The internationalists believed in cooperation between nations to be 209

promoted through scientific and economic progress.  In the years between the two world 210

wars, the processes of European unification came to the fore, especially in the Pan-European 

movement conceived by Count Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi and Aristide Briand’s Plan for 

Europe in 1929, which, however, could not be realised due to the world economic crisis in the 

same year.   211

After the immense destruction and trauma of the Second World War, only thirty years after the 

equally devastating First World War, European leaders had to understand that the old system 

of state egoism had created this catastrophe. While two victorious powers, the USA and the 

USSR, were rising, Europe remained morally, economically and politically at the bottom. 

Two facts that favoured European unification were, therefore, the destruction of the European 

countries and the ambition to become a world power again, as a “third power” on a par with 

the USA and the USSR,  to prevent a third world war with the possibility of destruction of 212

all human life.  Europe wanted a new self-image of a democratically constituted Europe.  213 214

On 19 September 1946, former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill called for the for-

mation of a United States of Europe in a speech at the University of Zurich.  He also chaired 215

the Congress of Europe in The Hague from 7 to 10 May 1948, which brought European inte-

rest groups and trade unions together to map out a future united Europe.  Such caesuras 216
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supported the idea that a European constitutional assembly should be convened to lay down 

the ground rules for relations between European countries. The demand for the transfer of 

sovereignty rights to European organisations was a widespread belief at the time.  Therefo217 -

re, on 5 May 1949, the Council of Europe was founded.  It was a time when, in response to 218

the economic and social dilemmas of the decades of world wars, genocides and expulsions, a 

variety of international organisations were founded, especially in Western Europe.  In fact, 219

between 1945 and 1948, around one hundred international organisations were established,  220

which grew continuously in the following years and drew on the unification efforts of the 

1920s.  The implementation of these intentions was significantly inspired by the American 221

model, especially their constitution adopted in 1787.  However, a split was emerging bet222 -

ween the supporters of federal ideas and others, desiring the future of Europe to be realised 

through intergovernmental relations.  223

§ 3.2 The Era of the Founding Treaties for a United Europe (1950-1959) 

The decisive event for the foundation of a "European Union" was the speech by the former 

French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman on 9 May 1950, known as the Schuman Declarati-

on, in which he proposed unification of the mining industries of the participating states, thus 

paving the way for a European federation.  Compared to the previous attempts at unificati224 -

on, the Schuman Declaration contained a more modest approach and confined cooperation to 

a limited area.  As a precaution against the perceived German threat, especially against 225

France, political and economic framework conditions had to be created to maintain world 
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peace.  The proposal he made in his speech at a time of European reconstruction was to 226

bring together the functions and potentials of the European states in the economic field.  227

This speech was based on the original idea of the influential French entrepreneur Jean Monnet 

to bring about harmonisation in the control and planning use of coal and steel production bet-

ween France and Germany to stimulate their economies and bring the Franco-German recon-

ciliation to the fore.  A related effect was, above all, Germany's control over coal and steel 228

production to prevent the possibility of another war instigated by Germany since coal and 

steel are war-relevant industries.  Germany and Italy wanted to become equal players in Eu229 -

rope again and restore their prestige.  The other countries were hoping for growth and fea230 -

red being left behind.  Creating a community would also bring a combined political power 231

between the USA and the USSR and put the historical rivalries aside, especially between 

France and Germany.  In summary, the founding countries pursued the twin goals of lasting 232

peace and growing economic prosperity.  233

The European countries that founded the ECSC were France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, 

the Netherlands and Luxembourg. The Treaty establishing the ECSC was signed in Paris on 

18 April 1951 and came into force on 23 July 1952 with the duration of fifty years, Article 97 

ECSC Treaty. The founding countries sought economic and political unity and a mutual orga-

nisation of European countries and were committed to securing lasting world peace and rai-

sing the general standard of living, Recital 5 ECSC Treaty.  The founding states agreed on 234

free trade in various core resources such as coal, steel and iron ore, chosen for their industrial 

and military importance, always bearing in mind the danger of another destructive war.  235
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Against the backdrop of the ongoing Cold War between Eastern and Western Europe, which 

had begun in the 1950s, the EDC was created between the Member States of the ECSC, pro-

viding for a joint army to be led by a new supranational defence minister.  The European 236

Political Community, launched by the six foreign ministers of the ECSC Member states, was 

to expand the existing ECSC and eventually evolve into a federal government for Europe, 

dealing, among other things, with issues of common defence and common foreign policy, but 

also with a common standard of living.  The draft of the Treaty on the European Political 237

Community was unanimously adopted by the ECSC Assembly in March 1953.  The treaties 238

establishing the EDC and the European Political Community were later rejected due to di-

sagreements over the extent of the cessions of national sovereignty.  239

The heads of state and government of the six Member States sought “full integration” to even-

tually create a single Community-wide environment for economic prosperity and stability.  240

At the Conference of ECSC Foreign Ministers in Messina on 1-2 June 1955, it was decided to 

continue negotiations on a broader integration of the Member States.  Sometime later, on 25 241

March 1957, the same Member States concluded the EEC Treaty and the EAEC Treaty in 

Rome, following the ECSC’s draft, which entered into force on 1 January 1958 and is also 

known as the Treaties of Rome.  These two new Communities formed an arrangement toge242 -

ther with the ECSC. They each had their own Council and Commission (called the “High 

Authority” in the case of the ECSC), although they had a joint Assembly and a joint Court of 

Justice. The objectives of the EEC Treaty were set out in its preambles, such as bringing the 

peoples of Europe closer together, focusing on economic and social progress and improving 

living and employment conditions. The EEC was designed to ensure the balance and harmo-

nious development of national economies and protect and strengthen peace through the union 
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of economic powers.  Thus, the EEC sought to create a common market based on the free 243

movement of goods, persons, capital and services.  According to Article 8 No.1 of the EEC 244

Treaty, this common market was to be established during a transitional period of twelve years, 

during which the economic policies of the Member States were to be gradually approximated. 

In this way, tariffs or barriers to the flow of labour and goods should be removed to achieve 

continued economic growth and avoid the protectionist policies of the pre-war period.  The 245

EAEC was to coordinate the supply of fissile material and the research programmes initiated 

or progressed by the Member States for the peaceful use of nuclear energy.  Its objectives 246

also included the rapid establishment and development of nuclear industries.   247

The first session of the European Parliament was held in Strasbourg on 19 March 1958, with 

Robert Schuman elected President of the Assembly. With the creation of the EEC, the Assem-

bly decided to call itself the European Parliament, which was reluctantly accepted by the EEC 

Member States and was only officially confirmed in the EEA in 1985.  The supranational 248

character of the Joint Assembly was underlined by the fact that the deputies decided to take 

their seats along party lines instead of organising parliamentary seating according to the na-

tional representations.  249

§ 3.2.1 Legal Regulation of the Election of the High Authority’s President in the Foun-

ding Treaties 

The ECSC set up the High Authority under Article 8 of the ECSC Treaty to pursue its foun-

ding objectives. The High Authority was to act supranational as the executive and principal 

legislative body, Article 9 (5) and (6) ECSC Treaty. It was also empowered to take decisions 
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creating a common market for coal and steel.  The new approach of the ECSC was made 250

clear as the supranational CJEU was endowed with the power to enforce European law.  251

Nevertheless, the Member States’ need to participate was taken into account so that an inter-

governmental Council of Ministers, consisting of members of the Member State governments, 

was set up to balance the supranational and intergovernmental interests of the Community.  252

The Council of Ministers had to “exercise its powers in the cases provided for and in the 

manner set out in this treaty" (Article 26 (1) ECSC Treaty), e.g. the legislative power. To en-

sure the organisation of the market, the Member States were to transfer state competencies in 

the coal and steel sectors to this High Authority, Article 67 No.1 ECSC Treaty. The Assembly 

functioned only as an advisory and supervisory body compared to national parliaments.  It 253

was composed of representatives sent by the national parliaments of the Member States and 

representing “the people of the Member States of the Community” according to Articles 20, 

21 No.1 ECSC Treaty.  It met for its first meeting on 10 September 1952.  254 255

According to Article 10 ECSC Treaty, the High Authority should have been composed of nine 

members appointed for six years. Eight of these members were supposed to be elected by the 

Member States, who should then jointly name the ninth member (Article 10 ECSC Treaty). 

Under Article 11 ECSC Treaty, the President and Vice-President of the High Authority had to 

be appointed from its nine members for two years.  

In general, the Treaties of Rome knew the same institutions as the ECSC Treaty. Under the 

respective Treaties, the EEC (Article 137 EEC Treaty) and EAEC (Article 107 EAEC Treaty) 

Assemblies should have exercised advisory and supervisory powers and were merged into one 

Assembly for the three Communities. The procedure for appointing representatives was left to 

the Member States, Article 138 No.1 EEC Treaty and Article 108 No.1 EAEC Treaty. The As-
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sembly had the power to dismiss the entire High Authority by a vote of no confidence under 

Article 144 EEC Treaty and Article 114 EAEC Treaty.  The Council, on the other hand, was 256

responsible for coordinating the general economic policies of the Member States and had the 

power to take respective decisions under the Treaty of Rome.  

In opposition to the ECSC Treaty, the Treaties of Rome introduced the Commission instead of 

a High Authority in Article 4 No.1 of the EEC Treaty and Article 3 No.1 of the EAEC Treaty. 

The Commission is established in section 3 of the Rome Treaties as an institution with inde-

pendent powers and mutual responsibility, Article 155 EEC Treaty and Article 124 EAEC 

Treaty. According to these provisions, the Commission had to “promote the general interest of 

the Union and take appropriate initiatives to that end”.  This wording left many grey areas to 257

be interpreted by the Commission President and the College of the Commission.  The 258

Commission was also envisaged as the guardian of the Treaties, as set out in Article 169 EEC 

Treaty and Article 141 EAEC Treaty, as it had to control the Member States in fulfilling their 

obligations and, if not, referring them to the CJEU. According to Article 157 EEC Treaty, the 

EEC Commission should have consisted of 17 members, and according to Article 126 No.1 

EAEC Treaty, the EAEC Commission should have consisted of five members, the number of 

which, however, could be changed by unanimous decision of the Council. The members of 

the Commission were to be appointed by the governments of the Member States by common 

accord for four years, Article 158 EEC Treaty and Article 127 EAEC Treaty.  As in the 259

ECSC Treaty, the President and Vice-President of the Commission were appointed from 

among the Commissioners for two years, Article 161 EEC Treaty and Article 130 EAEC Trea-

ty. However, in the case of the Vice-Presidents of the EEC Commission, the Council could 

amend the provisions, Article 161 EEC Treaty. Overall, while the ECSC Treaty contained de-

tailed provisions (traité loi), the EEC Treaty left broad powers to act (traité cadre), thus requi-

ring interpretations.  260
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§ 3.2.2 Conclusions 

The catastrophes of the twentieth century were the catalyst for creating the European Com-

munities and thus for establishing a supranational Europe.  “Supranational” was a term used 261

in the ECSC Treaty to describe the newly established institutions, such as the High Authority 

and the CJEU, which were not bound by the state.  Under the guise of the post-war econo262 -

my, the founding states of the European Communities sought lasting peace. The comprehen-

sive aspiration is visible in the introductory remarks of the treaties and, on the other hand, in 

the envisaged duration of the treaties.  

This aspiration is also evident in the unique establishment of institutions and their intercon-

nection, namely the Assembly, the High Authority and the Council of Ministers. The Schuman 

Plan aimed, above all, to install the “High Authority” as a new and unique institution on Eu-

ropean territory, independent of governments and private interests.  Jean Monnet, President 263

of the High Authority until 1954, described the “High Authority” as “the symbol of the foun-

ding community”, which was to embody independent responsibility and not consist of go-

vernment representatives.  Its competence would theoretically result from a fusion of sover264 -

eign rights transferred to the High Authority.  The question of democratic control of the 265

High Authority’s actions should be resolved by a joint Assembly composed of parliamentary 

representatives of the Member States, to which the High Authority should be accountable and 

submit an annual report.  The Council of Ministers was to coordinate the policies of the 266

High Authority and the Member States and bring them together under the legal framework of 

the ECSC.  The ECSC thus moved away from the traditional model of international organi267 -

sations in which the institutions created by the government representatives of the Member 

States acted as the sole legislative bodies.  268

It is visible that the appointment of the High Authority was explicitly reserved for the agree-
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ment of the heads of state and government, while the Assembly had no right to appoint the 

Commission.  However, the High Authority was primarily accountable to and controlled by 269

the Joint Assembly, in that this institution could criticise the High Authority as a whole. The 

independence of the ECSC was affirmed in particular by its founding father, Jean Monnet, in 

that it was a sovereign power, answerable not to the states that created it but only to the Eu-

ropean Assembly elected by national parliaments and to the CJEU.  270

On the one hand, the governments of the Member States were very concerned about the com-

petencies of the new European institutions, but on the other hand, they had to create a political 

system strong enough to enforce the common political goals. For this reason, they extended 

the scope of European cooperation and created the European Communities. The ECSC had 

thus proved its worth in previous years.  

The supranational institutions of the European Communities received a mixture of agency and 

trusteeship functions, depending on the role they had to fulfil.  In this light, it should be no271 -

ted that the High Authority was the central institution of the newly established European 

Communities, and the competencies and tasks of the Joint Assembly and the Council of Mi-

nisters were aligned with the functionality of the High Authority. Therefore, the Joint Assem-

bly of the 1950s cannot be understood as a parliament in the general sense, since its legal 

function was not to initiate measures but to control the High Authority. Nevertheless, the trea-

ties codify from the outset a considerable dependence on and a need for substantive coopera-

tion between the High Authority and the Joint Assembly. These cautious regulations underline 

the desire for supranational actions for the functioning of the European Communities, as the 

Assembly’s supervision and control rights could have been withheld by the Member States in 

the first place to guarantee an intergovernmental design of the newly founded communities. 

§ 3.3 Consolidation Phase despite immense Challenges (1960-1968) 

The creation of the ECSC, the EEC and the EAEC ushered in a period of economic growth as 

European countries no longer levied customs duties in trade between each other.  On the 272
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other hand, the consolidation of the European Communities over time prompted the European 

institutions, especially the Joint Assembly, to seek further development. 

On 17 May 1960, the members of the European Parliamentary Assembly had adopted an 

agreement on the election of the Assembly by universal suffrage. In addition, the Faure Re-

port of November 1960 on the forthcoming Merger Treaty called for the establishment of the 

Commission by the Parliament.  Two years later, the 30 March 1962, the European Parlia273 -

mentary Assembly adopted a resolution officially renaming itself as European Parliament to 

strengthen its powers. It also exerted pressure towards an extension of the consultation proce-

dure and called for that in “all important problems”, which was realised in 1964.  Neverthe274 -

less, the Council did not follow their opinion on their legislative proposal.  In 1965 the 275

Member States agreed to merge the three existing European Communities, the ECSC, the 

EEC and the EAEC, without changing their competencies.  Subsequently, the Merger Treaty 276

was signed on 8 April 1965 and entered into force on 1 July 1967, with the express intention 

of creating a joint permanent civil service, as stated in the preamble. This merger of the Eu-

ropean Communities was momentous for the distribution of the European institutions particu-

larly, as there was now only one Commission President. 

The Treaty of Rome and the Agricultural Regulations of January 1962 established the link 

between agricultural financing and the creation of independent revenues for the European 

Communities.  Creating this own revenue of the European Communities led politically and 277

legally to a strengthening of the European Parliament since the rights of control would extend 

to its management.  This proposal, drafted in 1965 by Walter Hallstein, then President of the 278

EEC Commission, aimed at developing the Communities’ financial resources independent of 

the Member States.  It gave additional budgetary powers to the European Parliament and 279
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assigned a more prominent role to the EEC Commission.  This package of proposals was 280

adopted by the Commission on 15 March 1965 without the approval of the two French Com-

missioners.  On 24 March 1965, the Commission presented it to Parliament for the first 281

time.  On 1 January 1966, the transition to the third stage of the transitional period for esta282 -

blishing the Common Market was to take place through the introduction of QMV in the 

Council.  According to Article 148 No.2 of the EEC Treaty, the Council could decide by a 283

qualified majority on crucial issues such as agricultural prices, trade policy, transport and ca-

pital movements.  The package also aimed to create a broader system of independent finan284 -

cing, known as ‘own resources’, for the European Communities.  Consequent to these deve285 -

lopments, France announced on 1 July 1965 that it would not attend the Council meetings as 

it did not agree with the negotiations on the financing of the CAP and the extension of the 

powers of the EEC Commission and the European Parliament.  This proposal would have 286

put the Commission as mediator between the Council and the Parliament in the budgetary 

procedure.  The Parliament would then have had the right to amend the budget decided by 287

the Council if the Commission confirmed this and five out of six Council members did not 

vote against it.  France disagreed with this development, which was considered an unaccep288 -

table renunciation of sovereignty.  De Gaulle pursued a policy of European state union or 289

confederation while reversing supranational aspirations.  For him, the Commission was a 290
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purely technocratic institution of bureaucrats and experts without democratic legitimacy, 

which should consequently be at the service of the governments of the Member States.  In 291

this sense, de Gaulle criticised Hallstein for having drawn up the budget proposal without pri-

or consultation with the governments of the Member States and accused him of behaving like 

a head of state.  As he was against European federalism, de Gaulle opposed the accession of 292

Britain to the Communities.  The resulting so-called ‘empty chair crisis’ meant that the EEC 293

was effectively stymied for seven months by the actions of a single Member State.  As 294

France finally agreed to resume negotiations, meetings were held in Luxembourg on 17 and 

18 January and 28 and 29 January 1966, with France present and the Commission absent.  295

The resulting proposal was a compromise, the so-called ‘Luxembourg Compromise’, which 

provided that in cases “where […] very important interests of one or more partners are at 

stake, the Members of the Council will endeavour […] to reach solutions which can be adop-

ted by all the Members of the Council while respecting their mutual interests and those of the 

Community […].”  If such a compromise could not be reached, France demanded complian296 -

ce with the unanimity rule, which gave the Member State in the minority the right to veto.  297

The other Member States adhered to the provisions of the EEC Treaty on majority decisions 

in the Council, fearing that France could block the Council’s work at any time.  Given this 298

continuing disagreement, the Member States of the EEC decided that the work of the Council 

should be resumed to avoid another enduring blockade by France. The document, which fun-
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damentally changed the spirit of the EEC Treaty by creating a new mechanism for Member 

States to put pressure on the Council, does not define the term ‘vital national interest’, nor 

does it provide for arbitration at cases of disputes.  

§ 3.3.1 Legal Adjustments to the Design of the Commission as a Consequence to the 

Merger Treaty 

Under Article 1 Merger Treaty, the Council of the European Communities was to replace the 

Council of Ministers of the ECSC, the Council of the EEC and the Council of the EAEC, con-

tinuing their original functions. Furthermore, according to Article 9 (1) Merger Treaty, a 

Commission of the European Communities replaced the High Authority of the ECSC and the 

Commissions of the EEC and the EAEC and exercised the powers and responsibilities confer-

red to these bodies by the Treaties establishing them, Article 9 (2) Merger Treaty.  

However, the merger agreement stipulated that the new unified executive bodies would conti-

nue to act under those treaties from which they had previously derived their competencies.  299

The number of members of the joint Commission was fixed at nine Commissioners. The pro-

visions of the Merger Treaties concerning the appointment of Commissioners, as well as the 

general structure and functioning of the Commission, were aligned with those of the EEC 

Treaty. As in the founding Treaties, the members of the Commission of the European Com-

munities should be elected by common accord of the governments of the Member States, Ar-

ticle 11 (1) Merger Treaty. However, in contrast to them, Article 14 (1) Merger Treaty calls for 

three Vice-Presidents of the Commission to be appointed for two years. The leading positions 

of the Commission should then be determined from the ranks of the Commissioners. The poli-

tical accountability of the Commission to the Parliamentary Assembly, was modelled under 

the EEC and the EAEC Treaties. According to Article 15 of the Merger Treaty, the European 

Council and the European Commission should consult each other and regulate the manner of 

their cooperation.   300

§ 3.3.2 Conclusions 

In the early 1960s, the Joint Assembly initiated steps towards establishing a parliament and 

parliamentary structures in the European Communities by independently changing its name to 
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the European Parliament and calling for parliamentary elections. Moreover, when the Com-

mission, under the leadership of Walter Hallstein, intended to confer budgetary rights on the 

Joint Assembly, France’s expectations of a European economic confederation were exceeded, 

so that President de Gaulle reacted with the ‘empty chair crisis’, and de facto blocked the 

work of the Council of Ministers. As a result, the ongoing process of supranationalisation wi-

thin the EEC was slowed down. Thus, France initiated a questioning and reviewing of the ent-

ire supranational system, resulting in further cooperation between confederated and sovereign 

nation-states.  Walter Hallstein was an ambitious president of the then High Authority who 301

wanted to establish it as the equivalent of national administrations and described himself as a 

‘European prime minister’.  However, the ‘empty chair crisis’ has shown that any measure 302

that disturbs the balance between supranational and intergovernmental elements will be oppo-

sed by at least one Member State.  The Luxembourg Compromise has, perhaps unintentio303 -

nally, reinforced this approach for the future, thus shifting power from the Commission to the 

Council of Ministers, i.e. to the Member States. In summary, this agreement established some-

thing like a “de facto commitment” to the will of the individual Member States being created 

in favour of an intergovernmental approach, as the principle of unanimity was maintained. 

Although the other five Member States did not accept that the French use of a veto violated 

the legal and institutional structure of the EEC by unilaterally blocking the work of the Com-

munity, France did not suffer any consequences for its actions as a result.  304

The stalemate in the Council also weakened the Joint Assembly, which had to monitor the 

Commission’s legislation.  The Member States devalued the Assembly by denying it the 305

right to deliberately decide on its institutional name by not including the name ‘European Par-

liament’ in the codification of the Merger Treaty coming into force. However, the outlook into 

future parliamentarisation could be seen in the fact that the Assembly’s two Furler Reports of 

1963 and 1972, like the Faure Report, relentlessly called for the parliamentary nomination of 

Commissioners, albeit from a list submitted by the Member States’ governments.  306
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§ 3.4 First Enlargement of the European Communities (1969-1978) 

The decisions the heads of state and government took in The Hague on 1 and 2 December 

1969 were central to the further development of the European Communities. The occasion 

was the end of the twelve years laid down in Article 8 No.1 EEC Treaty on December 31, 

1969, when the parties decided to create a financial constitution of the European Communities 

and thus an economic and monetary union, political cooperation and new accession negotiati-

ons, but also to strengthen the budgetary powers of the European Parliament.  These intenti307 -

ons were developed as part of the conceptual preparations of the Werner Plan and the Davi-

gnon Report.  The foreign policies of the Member States were aimed on being harmonised. 308

Thus, political cooperation by linking the economic integration process with foreign policy 

was supposed to be reached.   309

The Davignon Report of October 27, 1970, served as a response to the question posed in the 

Communiqué of The Hague about how best to move forward concerning political consensus 

in light of the upcoming renewal.  In the Davignon Report, the Member States’ foreign mi310 -

nisters suggested that governments should decide to cooperate in foreign policy. In addition, 

they recommended the Commission’s involvement to the extent that ministerial action affects 

Community action. This report can be seen as the first conception of the EPC, acting as a pre-

cursor to the second pillar of the Union.  In contrast to the Fouchet-Plans, which envisaged 311

loose coordination concerning a joint foreign policy,  the EPC sought to intensify coordina312 -

tion through increasingly frequent meetings of foreign ministers and heads of state and go-

vernment. According to the Davignon Report, this EPC was to present joint positions of the 

Member States on significant issues in regular consultations. The Werner Plan called for insti-

tutional reforms to transform previous national authorities and institutions into Community 

institutions and expand the powers of the European Parliament.    313
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In a regulation adopted on April 21, 1970, the Council decided to replace the financial contri-

butions of the Member States with the Communities’ resources.  The Treaty of Luxem314 -

bourg, signed on 22 April 1970, stipulates that while the Council continues to have the final 

say on expenditure necessarily deriving from the Treaties - Chapter II, Article 4 No.8 - the 

Parliament would have the final say on those spendings not arising from the Treaties, thus 

transferring to Parliament the corresponding budgetary powers for the Communities’ resour-

ces. These amendments have raised the question of strengthening the legislative and budgeta-

ry powers of the European Parliament.  

At its July 22, 1971 meeting, the Commission decides to set up an ad hoc working group of 

independent experts to study the impact of the extension of Parliament’s powers.  In the Ve315 -

del Report of March 25, 1972, this working group identified a democratic deficit in the Com-

munities.  It therefore concludes that further development of treaty provisions must be ac316 -

companied by strengthening the Parliament.  The report advocated parliamentary elections, 317

although it considers the main reason for Parliament’s weakness in its lack of legislative 

powers and thus its lack of effectivity.  Finally, it calls for the Commission President to be 318

appointed by the Parliament.   319

On 1 January 1973 Denmark, Ireland and the United Kingdom joined the European Commu-

nities. The trigger for this was the economic stagnation of the United Kingdom compared to 

the European Communities and Denmark and the strong dependence of Denmark and Ireland 

on Great Britain. At the Paris Summit on 10 December 1974, the heads of state and govern-

ment considered regular meetings indispensable and therefore decided to meet every six 

months, thus establishing the institution of the “European Council”,  legally, however, only 320
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based on an uncodified and non-binding decision in its communiqué.  This new formation 321

was commented by former French President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing with, “Le sommet est 

mort - vive le Conseil européen”, thus satisfying the need for a force to pursue higher-level 

political problems and issues of European integration. Since the heads of states and govern-

ment were unwilling to give the Community institutions too independent political functions, 

they formed the European Council.  They also decided on strengthening their relations with 322

Parliament, for instance, by increasing its powers of control.  One development was the 323

consultation of the Parliament on Commission proposals by the Council and the Commission 

before the Council itself examined the draft legislation.  In this way, the Parliament was ac324 -

tively involved in the legislative process.  The heads of state and government also decided 325

to hold direct elections to the European Parliament, establish the European Regional Deve-

lopment Fund, and create an economic and monetary union. In the meantime, Community 

institutions became aware that consensus politics were hampering decision-making in the 

Community.   326

The Treaty amending certain financial provisions of 22 July 1975, significantly strengthened 

the European Parliament with additional budgetary powers, which led to various conflicts 

between the European Council and the Parliament.  The European Parliament gained politi327 -

cal strength through universal and direct suffrage under the Council’s decision relating to the 

act concerning the election of the representatives of the Assembly on September 20, 1976.  328

Furthermore, by the mid-1970s, the Council consulted the Parliament in every legislative pro-
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posal.  Like the Vedel Report, though more far-reaching, the 1976 Tindemans Report called 329

for the choice for the President of the Commission to be confirmed by voting in Parliament, 

after being appointed by the European Council.  The Tindemans Report further stated that 330

the “[r]ecourse to majority voting in the Council should become normal practice in the 

Community field”.  QMV was intended to overcome the uncertainties that had arisen from 331

the results of the ‘empty chair crisis’.  332

The 1977 London Declaration met the need for detailed written clarification of the internal 

workings of the European Council.  In doing so, the heads of state and government of the 333

Member States underlined their support and motivation for the newly created institution, the 

European Council.  Looking ahead to the next decade, in December 1978, the European 334

Council established the Committee of “Three Wise Men” to examine and draft the institutions 

of the EEC, making recommendations for their future development. 

§ 3.4.1 Legal Implications of the first Expansion Phase for Institutional Relations 

The 1970s were a period of institutional and integrative stagnation due to a severe economic 

crisis.  To strengthen the Parliament, the Commission, based on the instructions of the Vedel 335

Report, proposed far-reaching measures, such as a right of co-decision in the examination of 

treaties, the admission of new members and the ratification of international agreements, a 

right of veto in Community matters, the assent of the President of the Commission and, final-

ly, a genuine budgetary right.  Threatening an action for failure to act against the European 336

Council, the Parliament also called for holding European elections before the Council summit 

in Paris in October 1972.  337
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On page 8 of the Council’s bulletin 12-1974, the Member States stated that it was “necessary 

to renounce the practice which consists of agreeing on all questions conditional upon the un-

animous consent of the Member States […]”.  In deciding to meet three times a year, the 338

unofficial European Council composed by the heads of state and government were “recognis-

ing the need for an overall approach to the internal problems involved with achieving Eu-

ropean unity and the external problems facing Europe” and “consider[ed] it essential to assure 

the progress and overall consistency in the activities of the Communities in the work on poli-

tical co-operation”.  The creation of the European Council was also a reaction to the lack of 339

leadership of the European Commission, which feared conflicts with the Council.  The 1977 340

London Declaration distinguished between “informal discussions” and “formal decisions” in 

terms of European Council decision-making, thus legally underpinning the role of the Eu-

ropean Council as a decision-making body with the institutional framework of the EEC.  341

§ 3.4.2 Conclusions 

After the Luxembourg Compromise, European integration in the eyes of the intergovernmen-

talists meant only multilateral and intrastate cooperation in clear defined areas, especially in 

the coordination of a European monetary policy.  As a result, the European Parliament was 342

tolerated only with consultation and limited control rights.  The EEC Member States were 343

notably divided on this issue, although France accepted an institution called European Parlia-

ment but granted it only with minimal powers, while the other Member States called for gene-

ral elections to the European Parliament.  The Gaullist approach was to block both Eu344 -

ropean elections and the extension of powers, supporting the European Parliament.  Accor345 -
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ding to their argumentation, direct elections to the European Parliament would not make sense 

because of the lack of essential competencies.  Moreover, it would be irresponsible to give 346

more powers to an institution that was not directly elected.  This circular argument presen347 -

ted the European Communities with an insoluble task, which only changed with the election 

of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing in 1974. 

As a consequence of the European Summit in The Hague, the European Parliament was sup-

posed to be given the right to approve the budget draft submitted by the Commission and the 

Council of Ministers as the final authority and make its own adjustments.  However, this 348

was rejected by the French government because it would exceed the competencies of the 

French National Assembly.  Therefore, it was not until 1970 that the European Parliament 349

was given the power to decide its budget,  whereas in 1975, the decision-making power on 350

the entire budgetary right over administrative expenditure was added.  The strengthening of 351

the European Parliament took place as a necessary consequence of the Vedel Report, which 

found a considerable democratic deficit in the European Communities and made a continuous 

strengthening of the Parliament existential.  

In its efforts for more competencies and the introduction of elections to the European Parlia-

mentary, the European Parliament was supported by the European Movement and the Eu-

ropean Commission.  The then Commission President Walter Hallstein saw the European 352

Commission and the European Parliament as allies in their respective exercise of power.  353

This attitude was underlined by the fact that the European Commission submitted an annual 

action plan to the European Parliament, thus strengthening the Parliament’s control over the 

work of the European Commission.  On the other hand, the European Parliament assured 354
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the European Commission of increased support in matters concerning the European Commu-

nities.  Accordingly, the demand for Parliament’s participation in the appointment of the 355

President of the Commission arose.  

During the first enlargement of the European Communities, a common understanding regar-

ding mutual political positions can be discerned in certain areas. Evidence can be seen in the 

development from the Fouchet Plans to the Davignon Report and the Werner Plan, which cal-

led for a joint foreign policy. The associated establishment of the European Council gave the 

European Communities a higher status. They became a management issue. Thus, the heads of 

state and government together formed an independent institution alongside the European Par-

liament and the European Commission. It should be noted that the establishment of the Eu-

ropean Council was based on an uncodified agreement of the heads of state and government 

of the Member States. In preparation for British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s first at-

tendance at a European Council meeting in Strasbourg in June 1979, the British Foreign Of-

fice summarised in this regard that “the European Council is not an institution set up by the 

Treaties and its formal status is nowhere very clearly defined - partly to preserve its informali-

ty of procedures”.  This informality also carried over to the President of the Commission, 356

who, by actively participating in the Council meetings, de facto assumed the position of a 

head of government.  Nevertheless, the unanimity rule and the need for consensus in the Eu357 -

ropean Council would pose a problem for the efficiency of this institutions.  

§ 3.5 The Decade of the First European Elections (1979-1989) 

The European elections marked a period of strengthening the European Communities’ identity 

and forging more links with Member States and stakeholders.  Further development of the 358

EC’s institutional framework was intended to promote effectiveness and democratic legitima-

cy of European policies.  However, the focus remained on economic issues and joint struc359 -
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tural and foreign policies.  The year 1979 was a significant turning point concerning the in360 -

stitutional structure of the European Communities and, in particular, increased the importance 

of the European Parliament.  Until then, the European Parliament was composed of mem361 -

bers of the national parliaments of the Member States.  In June 1979, for the first time, 362

members of the European Parliament were directly elected by the European electorate and 

thus became their direct representatives, which strengthened the democratic legitimacy of the 

European Communities.   363

As a result to the Tindemans Report, the European Parliament established a subcommittee on 

“institutional problems” to study the Parliament’s relations with the Council and the Commis-

sion.  This subcommittee demanded, among other things, that the Commission should first 364

consult the European Parliament on draft legislation before submitting a formal proposal to 

the Council.  This strengthening also lead to the European Parliament’s rejection of the enti365 -

re European Communities’ budget, thus creating an institutional conflict.  The new coordi366 -

nation in the EEC’s financial structure led to an expansion of Parliament’s powers in this re-

gard.  The subcommittee also proposed a return to QMV instead of unanimity after this had 367

been reversed by the Luxembourg Compromise.  It called in its 1980 Rey Report for the Eu368 -

ropean Parliament to be entitled to discuss the designated Commission President’s agenda. 

Furthermore, Parliament should be permitted to cast the final vote on the candidate proposed 

by the Member States.  This demand was attributed to the right of censure regarding the 369

Commission’s policy.  These requirements were taken up in paragraphs 3 and 8 of the ‘Eu370 -

ropean Parliament Resolution on the Relations between the European Parliament and the 
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Commission with the View to the Forthcoming Appointment of a new Commission’ in 

1980.  It was put into practice when Gaston Thorn, the elected candidate for Commission 371

President, took part in a debate in the European Parliament, which he called ‘confirmation 

hearings’.  372

However, the European elections did not immediately lead to greater de facto parliamentary 

control over the European Commission and its election.  The European Parliament’s compe373 -

tence in this matter was limited to the motion of censure, which carried with a set of stringent 

requirements.  While the Parliament was empowered to suspend the Commission, it had no 374

competence in appointing the President of the European Commission or the members of its 

College.  For this reason, this issue became the subject of negotiations between the Eu375 -

ropean Parliament and the European Council under the presidency of Piet Dankert between 

1982 and 1984.    376

On 19 June 1983, the Solemn Declaration of Stuttgart was signed by the then ten heads of sta-

te or government, providing the parliamentarisation and unification of the EU’s institutional 

system.  In his speech to the European Parliament on 30 June 1983, after the Stuttgart mee377 -

ting, Helmut Kohl stressed the need for a dialogue between the European Parliament and the 

President of the European Commission.  In doing so, he represented the view of some 378

Member States that the European Commission would gain a certain legitimacy through the 

participation of the European Parliament in the appointment of the Commission President to 

strengthen its position in the institutional structure of the EU.  In addition, the Commission 379

promised to consult the European Parliament more frequently on draft legislation, but without 
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being obliged to accept amendments of the Parliament.  In 1983, the European Parliament 380

presented a draft treaty on the EU, which provided that the Commission’s legislature should 

coincide with the mandate of the European elections.  381

Subsequently, the Spinelli-Draft, signed on 14 February 1984, drew up a treaty establishing 

the EU with a Union constitution.  In it, Parliament called for a vote of confidence in the 382

Commission in its entirety.  This paper brought solutions for inter-institutional conflicts 383

over legislative powers.  The Dooge-Report of 1984 was intended to examine the reform of 384

European institutions.  Its final draft, completed in 1985, formed a foundation for the SEA 385

consolidations.  Part of these consolidations was also the “Draft European Union Treaty”, in 386

which the European Parliament argued that it should have a say in the appointment of the 

Commission President to transform the EU into a parliamentary democracy.  In this, the 387

Parliament was supported by the Commission Presidency.  The Milan Summit on 28-29 388

June 1985 was supposed to decide whether the institutional developments and reforms needed 

to become part of a new treaty or the existing treaty.    389

The enlargement process continued after Greece joined the European Communities in 1981, 

and Spain and Portugal joined in 1986. The SEA, signed on 17 and 28 February 1986, was a 

treaty that revised the Treaty of Rome and formed the basis for a six-year programme aimed 

at solving problems with the free flow of trade across the European Communities’ borders, 

thus creating a “single market”.  For the first time, the European Communities’ integration 390
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objective was enshrined in legally binding primary law of the European Communities.  The 391

SEA, which entered into force on 1 July 1987, marked the first formal but incidental ap-

pearance of the European Council in an EEC Treaty, which did not provide details of the 

functions of this new body (Article 2, Title I).  Nevertheless, it gave the European Parlia392 -

ment several rights of participation.  Finally, in a 1989 resolution, the European Parliament 393

called for the creation of an IGC to establish a political union of the “federal type”.  394

§ 3.5.1 Legal Developments of the Institutional Balance in the European Communities  

The 1979 report of the “Three Wise Men” formally recognised that the European Council had 

existed informally under its name for several years and had become indispensable to the gene-

ral functioning of the Community during that time.  This view of the centrality of the Eu395 -

ropean Council was confirmed by the Genscher-Colombo initiative for the Draft European 

Act in November 1981 and the Solemn Declaration on the European Union in 1983, particu-

larly concerning the direction of the European Communities, and its decision-making 

powers.  396

The 1981 newly elected Commission President Gaston Thorn agreed with the European Par-

liament that the latter should have the right to examine the Commission’s programme and 

vote on the Commission’s presidency, while the Parliament compiled.  This attitude marked 397

the beginning of a de facto arrangement whereby the President of the Commission presents 

his program subject to consultation with Parliament.  398

Following discussions on increasing the involvement of the European Parliament, the Council 

established in paragraph 2.3.5 of the Stuttgart Declaration that the Council Presidency would 

consult the European Parliament through its Extended Bureau on the nomination of the Presi-
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dent of the European Commission.  In doing that, the Council and the Commission should, 399

according to 2.3.5 Stuttgart Declaration, answer questions raised by Parliament and decisions 

taken. The Stuttgart Solemn Declaration gives the European Parliament the right to discuss 

and vote on the programme of the European Commission.  The measure to inform the Eu400 -

ropean Parliament of the meetings of the European Council introduced by Prime Minister 

Thatcher was formalised to the effect that the Head of State of the Presidency of the European 

Council should address the European Parliament at least once during the parliamentary 

term.  401

According to the Spinelli-Draft, the Commission President was supposed to be elected by the 

Council, whereas the other Commissioners were intended to be nominated by the Member 

States.  Finally, Parliament was granted a vote of confidence.  The Spinelli-Draft also de402 403 -

fined Parliament’s powers as joint resolutions were to be adopted with the Council in terms of 

legislation, supervision of the European Communities’ various policies and competence for 

decisions on Community revenue.  404

The preamble of the SEA states that the signatory parties are “convinced that the European 

idea, the results achieved in the fields of economic integration and political cooperation, and 

the need for new developments correspond to the wishes of the democratic peoples of Europe, 

for whom the European Parliament, elected by universal suffrage, is an indispensable means 

of expression”. This extract is a commitment to the fundamental importance of the European 

Parliament in the institutional framework of the European Communities after the first Eu-

ropean elections. Taking into account the broader wording of the SEA, the Member States 

were “aware of the responsibility incumbent upon Europe to aim at speaking ever increasin-

gly with one voice and to act with consistency and solidarity in order more effectively to pro-

tect its common interests and independence, in particular, to display the principles of demo-
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cracy and compliance with the law […]. This extract shows that the ever-closer integration 

and unification of Member States would be an essential path for the European Communities. 

To underpin this, the text of the SEA, in the first section of its Article 1, systematically shows 

the importance of the unity of the European Communities, introducing principles “the Eu-

ropean Communities and European Political Co-operation shall have as their objective to 

contribute together to making concrete progress towards European unity”. According to the 

SEA, the Council was completely free to determine its tasks regarding political governance.  405

MEPs, on the other hand, became entitled to vote on laws and issues, with the number of vo-

tes depending on population size of each Member State.  In the SEA, the European Parlia406 -

ment was officially designated as such for the first time.  However, the informal procedure 407

of appointing the European Commission was not transformed into a formal arrangement in 

the SEA.  408

In 1983, the European Parliament presented a draft treaty on the EU with the proposal that the 

legislature of the Commission and the mandate of the European Parliament should coincide in 

time.  In 1986, 1987 and 1990, the European Parliament adopted three successive resoluti409 -

ons calling for and insisting that Parliament be fully consulted on the appointment of the 

Commission President and Commissioners and that this consultation ended with a vote by 

Parliament.  In a 1990 resolution, the European Parliament called for the official right to 410

elect the Commission President and the entire Commission.   411

§ 3.5.2 Conclusions 

The overall increase of importance of the European Communities’ institutions, especially with 

the introduction of the election of the European Parliament, resulted from the increase in inte-

gration and the risen number of Member States to ten countries. However, it remained undefi-
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ned what the ultimate goal and the desired European unity was.  

The 1980 Isoglucose Ruling of the CJEU  was groundbreaking for the European Commu412 -

nities’ inter-institutional relations and the democratic importance of the European Parliament 

in the European institutional structure.  As the Parliament had debated the draft Isoglucose 413

decision, it did not take a final vote on the complete resolution and returned it to the commit-

tee responsible, which deferred its opinion and dragged out the decision-making process.  414

The European Parliament had a new internal rule whereby it could decide on postponing the 

final vote on the European Commission’s proposal until it had given its opinion on the Eu-

ropean Parliament’s amendments.  Due to the delay, the European Council nevertheless ad415 -

opted the Isoglucose Directive.  The European Parliament then accused the European Coun416 -

cil of neither using the urgency procedure nor requesting an extraordinary session.  Finally, 417

the CJEU declared the directive invalid because the Parliament had not delivered an opinion, 

thus undermining the exercise of power by the people.  The ruling also called into question 418

the self-image of the European Council, which presented itself as the central body capable of 

coherently shaping affairs and political cooperation of the European Communities.  This 419

attitude ignored the fact that the European Council lacked internal stability to lead the way 

forward on its own, as its members changed depending on national government elections. On 

the other side, the involvement of the European Parliament became increasingly important.  420

It became clear that the European Commission and the European Parliament should look after 
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the interests of the Communities and be an institutional counterpart to the Council, which was 

the body that expressed the interests of the Member States.  The CJEU ruled that the parti421 -

cipation of the European Parliament reflected a fundamental democratic principle for the 

Communities.  The strengthening of the European Parliament’s position in the institutional 422

structure was also supported by the fact that on 16 December 1981, with Margaret Thatcher, 

for the first time, a leader of government reported to the European Parliament on the last mee-

ting of the European Council in London in November 1981.  423

However, it is questionable why the Parliament did not enforce the codification or formalisa-

tion of the developments, legally extending its powers, e.g. in the Solemn Declaration of 

Stuttgart in 1983. Legalising the extension of the scope of the consultation rule would have 

been a necessary consequence of the developments of the 1960s and 1970s, which saw the 

ongoing institutional self-entitlement, automatisms and demands of the Parliament tolerated 

by the Council and the Commission.  Accordingly, the Commission demanded reform of 424

necessary institutional rules, pushing in particular for all individually marked measures to be 

adopted by QMV and for powers of the Parliament to be strengthened.  Added to this was 425

the exogenous effect of enlargement with new members supporting the power of the Parlia-

ment and its objectives and reinforcing the general call for greater democratic legitimacy of 

European decision-making.  On the other hand, most Member States were not ready to for426 -

malise these demands in the Stuttgart Solemn Declaration.  From their point of view, increa427 -

sing legally binding cooperation between Council and Parliament could have led to a risk of 

delay and growing inter-institutional conflicts.   428

As early as in the run-up to the IGC on the SEA in 1985, Parliament saw the need to become 
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involved in the upcoming treaty reform.  Thus, Parliament’s Committee on Institutional Af429 -

fairs demanded that Parliament, as the only “legitimate representative of all the citizens of 

Europe”, should be an equal partner and given a seat in the IGC, jointly deciding on the new 

treaty.  Finally, the Conference determined to take into account the draft treaty and further 430

proposals of the Parliament and to “submit” the results of the IGC to the Parliament.  431

However, it remained unclear whether “submit” meant the possibility for the Parliament to 

make amendments or whether the representative was only to inform the plenary.  432

Following the Stuttgart Solemn Declaration, the Council had to appoint the members of  

Commission for five years. Moreover, after having heard the designated President of the 

Commission, the entire Commission was to be confirmed by the Parliament.  In this way, 433

the European Parliament had the opportunity to acknowledge the Commission’s program. At 

the end of 1990, there were three options for reforming the Commission’s investiture. First, 

the Parliament approves the candidate for Commission Presidency proposed by the Member 

States; second, the President of the European Council consults the President of the Parliament 

on the Commission’s proposed candidates; and third, the Commission President is elected by 

the Parliament. The European Commission supported the positive development of Parlia-

ment’s participation in its election, as it increased the democratic legitimacy of the Commissi-

on and thus, from its point of view, ensured institutional balance, whereas, for the European 

Council, this represented a point of no return without loss of face and hence a restriction.  434

§ 3.6 Time for a new Push (1991-1999) 

In an opinion on the forthcoming IGC on Political Union and the revision of the SEA, the 

Commission argued in favour of the co-decision right of the European Parliament in legislati-
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ve procedures,  as it needed the Parliament to exert pressure on the Council on other 435

issues.  In this context, the European Parliament adopted a resolution in October 1990, the 436

so-called Martin Report, calling for the right to “elect” by absolute majority the candidate 

proposed by the European Council for the office of President of the Commission.  Accor437 -

ding to this, the Commission would also have had to request an election of the entire Com-

mission, which would have elevated the Commission’s inauguration to a two-stage procedure 

involving the European Parliament both times.  438

The Maastricht Treaty was signed on 7 February 1992 and entered into force on 1 November 

1993. According to Article 1.1 TEU, the Member States of the three European Communities 

(ECSC, EAEC, EEC) established the EU. It also contained a somewhat more detailed descrip-

tion of the newly established institution of the European Council compared to its first ap-

pearance in the SEA in the process of creating an “ever closer union among peoples of Euro-

pe”. This treaty also granted the European Parliament co-decision rights on some EU legisla-

tion and gave the European Parliament the right to approve the Commission.    439

In 1995, Austria, Finland and Sweden became members of the EU. The Parliament wanted to 

formalise the institutional development of de facto voting on the Commission’s composition 

with a resolution in 1995, calling for a right to elect the Commission President based on a list 

proposed by the Council.    440

The Treaty of Amsterdam was signed on 2 October 1997 and entered into force on 1 May 

1999. It amended the TEU, the Treaties Establishing the European Communities and certain 

related acts, as provided in Article N of the Maastricht Treaty. The IGC on the Amsterdam 

Treaty paid particular attention to bringing Europe closer to its citizens and reforming the in-

stitutions and functioning of the Union to make it more democratic and efficient in preparati-

on for the forthcoming large scale enlargement in 2004.  
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§ 3.6.1 Legal implications of the first EU Treaties 

Title I, Article D of the Maastricht Treaty empowered the European Council to “provide the 

Union with the necessary impetus for its development” and define its "general political guide-

lines”. In addition, Article 103 Maastricht Treaty gave the European Council an economic 

focus. Finally, Article J8 of the Maastricht Treaty mandated the European Council to “define 

the principles of and general guidelines for the common foreign and security policy” and en-

sure the unity, consistency and effectiveness of the Union’s action. On the other hand, the co-

decision rights provided by the Maastricht Treaty for many legal acts significantly strengthe-

ned the position of the European Parliament, so that the European Council needed the consent 

of the European Parliament to legislate and avoid conflicts such as the Isoglucose case.    441

According to Article 158 (2) Maastricht Treaty, the governments of the Member States should 

have nominated the person to be appointed President of the Commission after ‘consulting’ the 

European Parliament. In addition, Article 189b Maastricht Treaty gave the European Parlia-

ment a right of negative assent to the proposals of the European Council.  The European 442

Parliament interpreted these developments as a ‘formal veto’ in the election of the Commissi-

on President.  Together with the candidate for Commission President, the governments of 443

the Member States then nominated the other members of the Commission. The nominated 

Commissioners are jointly subject to a final vote by the European Parliament, which introdu-

ces a right of veto of the Parliament against the entire Commission.  Only then are the go444 -

vernments of the Member States supposed to have unanimously approved the composition of 

the Commission. The Maastricht Treaty also changed the Commission’s term of office to five 

years to bring it into line with the one of the European Parliament.   445

The Parliament’s view that it had a formal veto right over the election of the Commission Pre-

sident was confirmed by presidential nominee Jaques Santer in July 1994. He conceded that 

he would withdraw his candidacy if the European Parliament rejected him, as a Commission 
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 Gabel/Hix, Institutional Challenges in the European Union 2002, 22. 442
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President would not be able to govern effectively without Parliament’s support.  446

The Treaty of Amsterdam, which came into force in 1999, finally formalised the European 

Parliament’s de facto right of veto.  Article 158 (2) Amsterdam Treaty now stated that the 447

appointment by the Council must be “approved” by the European Parliament. Accordingly, 

the European Parliament was no longer an advisory body but a consenting or voting body 

when electing the President of the Commission, whose primacy and political leadership were 

underlined in Article 219 TEC. 

§ 3.6.2 Conclusions 

The European Parliament gained a more significant influence on upcoming legislation in EU 

policy as it became the directly elected body of the EU.  This development resulted from the 448

aforementioned institutional disputes between the Parliament and the Council over the co-de-

cision procedure.  An example of this is the reaction to the CJEU’s Isoglucose ruling, which 449

established the need for the European Parliament to be involved in the EU’s legislative decisi-

ons. A primary factor that contributed to the Parliament gaining the competence of a co-legis-

lator was its multi-level strategy.  On the other hand, the habit of two readings gave the ge450 -

neral impression of a classic bicameral legislative procedure.  The provisions of the Maas451 -

tricht Treaty elevated the European Council to the role of structural architect of the EU. Ne-

vertheless, the Council had to accept that it needed to negotiate legislative items with the Par-

liament.  Given the inter-institutional dependencies, the Council, Parliament and Commissi452 -

on created a system of regular meetings.  453

The Maastricht Treaty (Article 158 (2) TEC) gave the designated Commission President a say 

in the appointment of other members of the College and, on the other hand, granted the Par-
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liament a right of assent in the nomination of the Commission President by the European 

Council.  Another development brought about by the Maastricht Treaty for the inter-institu454 -

tional structure was the change or adjustment of the legislative period of the European Com-

mission to five years, aligned with the legislative period of the European Parliament.  One 455

reason for this adjustment may be the creation of a mandatory common agenda between the 

European Commission and the European Parliament. Another is to determine the derivation of 

the democratic legitimacy of the European Commission through the direct elections to the Eu-

ropean Parliament. These assumptions go hand in hand with the events surrounding the 1994 

European elections, as the manifestos of the Socialist, Liberal and Christian Democrat party 

groups uniformly sought to establish a link between the elections to the European Parliament 

and the election of the next Commission President.  They were encouraged in this by the 456

presidential candidate Jaques Santer, who had made his election conditional on confirmation 

by the European Parliament.  This stronger involvement of the European Parliament was 457

underlined by the new wording of the Treaty of Amsterdam concerning the investiture of the 

Commission President. Instead of the European Council’s duty to consult the European Par-

liament, the latter now had a right of approval and the final vote concerning the election of the 

President of the Commission. This change can be interpreted as significant and binding 

strengthening of the European Parliament, as the wording changed from a negative right of 

veto and the passivity of only being consulted to an active and positive right of assent. The 

Amsterdam Treaty finally codified a shared power concerning the investiture, thus substanti-

ally compensating for the democratic deficits pointed out by earlier reports and leading forces 

of the European Commission and Parliament.  Before the Maastricht Treaty came into force, 458

the election of the Commission President seemed more like the election of the head of an in-

ternational organisation than the head of a democratic system.  While he was initially elec459 -
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ted from among the Commissioners for a renewable two-year term, his election later took 

place in the Council meetings. Nevertheless, the European Parliament did not manage to par-

ticipate in the IGC of the Political Union and be present at the negotiating table from the be-

ginning, as was the case with the IGC of the SEA.  Instead, it was only consulted in regular 460

meetings.  

Overall, two crucial elements for the institutional development of the European Parliament 

and thus of the EU in its entirety can be highlighted, the “soft rights” and the “hard rights”. 

Although the Maastricht Treaty codified the European Parliament’s right to be consulted on 

the investiture of the Commission, this provision did not clarify how the right to be consulted 

had to be interpreted.  Thus, the European Parliament deliberately transformed the mixture 461

of the “soft rule” of consultation and “hard rule” of the vote of confidence for the entire 

Commission into a de facto approval vote concerning the Commission. These automatisms 

led to the codification of precisely this vote of approval by the European Parliament in the 

Treaty of Amsterdam, formalising the existing informal rule of establishing the Commission. 

According to Article D of the Maastricht Treaty, the Commission President was also a mem-

ber of the European Council alongside the heads of state and governments. This, and the ex-

traordinary procedure for their election, underlined the central position of the Commission 

President, which made them the central figure of the EU, probably the head of the executive 

in a democratic system. 

§ 3.7 Introduction and Stabilisation of the Euro (2000-2009) 

The adoption of the Treaty of Nice in 2001 prepared the EU for the entry of the economically 

weakened but newly democratic states of Eastern Europe in 2004. Following the amendment 

of the Amsterdam Treaty, which concerned the European Parliament’s consent to the election 

of the Commission President, the European Parliament took unilateral action to change the 

investiture procedure and the wording of the Treaty to “election of the Commission 

President”.   462

The Laeken Declaration on the future of the EU fleshed out the issues raised by the Nice Con-
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ference in December 2001 and, in particular, launched a debate on a European Constitution 

and the democratic legitimacy of the Union.  A crucial concern was to bring the EU closer 463

to its citizens.  For this reason, it was decided that the European Convention, which had to 464

prepare the next IGC, should adequately represent Europe’s citizens and therefore consist of 

representatives of national governments, both national and EU parliamentarians and an EU 

Commissioner.  465

The draft Constitutional Treaty recognised the existence of the three leading institutions of the 

EU: the European Parliament, the European Council and the European Commission.  The 466

Constitution of the EU was called for by the European Parliament, at the instigation of Altiero 

Spinelli, after the first European parliamentary elections in 1979.  The constitution, advoca467 -

ted mainly by federalists, had been intended to integrate the European economy into a joint 

political and democratic framework.  It foresaw the establishment of a permanent EU Presi468 -

dent, a Foreign Minister and a Charter of Fundamental Rights and brought a significant 

strengthening of the EU’s independent decision-making.  Although the EU constitution was 469

signed by the European Convention in Rome on 29 October 2004, it was rejected in 2005 

when France and the Netherlands refused to ratify it. 

The original political divide between Eastern and Western Europe was formally overcome 

when the ten newborn Eastern European countries joined the EU in 2004, followed by Bulga-

ria and Romania in 2007. Despite everything, the EU was hit by severe crises such as the re-

jection of the European Constitution and the global financial crisis in September 2008. 

After two years of deadlock on the issue of the Constitution of Europe, the European Council 

decided to convene a new IGC to draft a “Reform Treaty” to amend the current treaties, set-

ting aside the constitutional concept. Nevertheless, it relied on the content of the final Consti-
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tutional Treaty.  To this end, the reformation was supposed to improve the transparency and 470

efficiency of European institutions while increasing the democratic legitimacy of EU decisi-

on-making.  On 13 December 2007, the Lisbon Treaty was signed by the heads of state or 471

government and entered into force on 1 December 2009. 

§ 3.7.1 Legal Implications  

The Nice Treaty introduced QMV in the European Council on many issues, which was a si-

gnificant step forward, largely abolishing the right of veto of a single Member State and for-

cing more cooperative decision-making.  Article 217 (2)-(4) TEC strengthened the power of 472

the Commission President to allocate portfolio responsibilities and appoint Vice Presidents 

from among the College or to request the resignation of a Commission.   

The Lisbon Treaty brought together the three pillars of the Community and the two areas of 

intergovernmental cooperation, namely foreign and security policy.  The EU thus acquired 473

legal personality and replaced the European Communities, Article 47 TEU. The Treaty of Lis-

bon also made the Charter of Fundamental Rights legally binding. It brought about a streng-

thening of the legislative and budgetary powers of the European Parliament and placed great 

emphasis on redefining and extending QMV. 

At the end of the first paragraph of Article 1 TEU, the Lisbon Treaty adds that the Member 

States confer competences upon each other to achieve their common objectives. The institu-

tional framework of the EU is amended by the new Article 13 (1) TEU, which lists the institu-

tions. Article 14 (1) TEU now states that the European Parliament should exercise legislative 

rights and budgetary functions together with the European Council. The Lisbon Treaty turned 

the existing co-decision into a general legislative procedure, which applies in new areas such 

as judicial cooperation.  In addition, the new budgetary arrangement ensures a proper balan474 -

ce between the Parliament and the Council following Article 319 TFEU.  Another important 475

innovation of the Lisbon Treaty is the right of the European Parliament to elect the President 
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of the Commission under Article 17 (7) TEU after the Council nominated a candidate. It clari-

fies that the office of the President of the Commission is distinct from the other positions, as 

the power of electing the President of the Commission is different from the right of assent re-

garding the entire Commission as an institution. Therefore, the European Council must con-

sider the results of the previous European Parliament elections when selecting its candidate 

for the Presidency to align the election of heads of state or government with the expressed 

will of European citizens. However, it is striking that Article 17 (8) sentence 1 TEU explicitly 

states that the Commission is responsible to the European Parliament as a collegial body.  476

While, according to Article 15 (1) TEU, the European Council provided the political frame-

work, the European Parliament had to exercise political control. The QMV principle was fur-

ther developed and combined with the requirement of the ‘double majority principle’.  Such 477

majority exists when 55 % of Member States representing 65 % of EU citizens agree.  Ano478 -

ther significant institutional development was the introduction of the permanent President of 

the European Council, elected every two and a half years, Article 15 (5) and (6) TEU, which 

made the European Council a fully independent body. 

In Article 12, the TEU involves the national parliaments in the Union framework for the first 

time. Among other things they shall monitor compliance with the competencies and the prin-

ciple of subsidiarity within the framework of the EU.  In particular, the national parliaments 479

have an early warning system vis-à-vis the European Commission.  Citizens themselves will 480

be involved in the functioning of the EU framework with the introduction of the ECI through 

Article 11 (4) TEU, as an instrument to initiate legislative procedures with the support of one 

million European citizens to strengthen the direct democratic elements within the Union.   481
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§ 3.7.2 Conclusions 

Before the Treaty of Nice entered into force, the governments of the Member States appointed 

the President of the Commission by consensus.  With the diversity of representatives that 482

made up the IGC, the European Parliament, in particular had the opportunity to influence fur-

ther institutional developments for future Treaty changes, e.g. by convincing the IGC mem-

bers to strengthen the role of the European Parliament in the appointment of the President of 

the European Commission.  The first draft of the Convention Praesidium considered an ad483 -

justment in the election process of the candidate for President of the Commission in line with 

the European Parliament.  After the failure of the Constitutional Treaty, the Lisbon Treaty 484

retained this provision and was adopted under the mentioned agreement of the Convention 

Praesidium, in particular, to strengthen the democratic elements by incorporating the will of 

the people in European politics.  The Treaties of Amsterdam and Nice (Article 219/217 485

TEU) officially introduced the political leadership of the President of the Commission, who 

sets the agenda, into the legal framework of the EU.  Following the amendments of the Lis486 -

bon Treaty, Article 17 (6) TEU now states that the President sets the guidelines for the Com-

missions work, removing their ‘political' focus. However, it has been reinstated in the Com-

mission’s Rules of Procedure and allows the President to “lay down the political guidelines 

within which the Commission shall exercise its functions”.  It remains questionable what the 487

reason were for removing the political guidelines from the TEU and what consequences have 

to be drawn by that. 

By 2005, the European Parliament succeeded in establishing several informal rules governing 

the appointment of the Commission and its President: the power to hold hearings of individu-

al Commissioners and the right to ask the Commission President to reshuffle their team, crea-
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ting a quasi-investiture of the respective Commissioners.  The right of the European Parlia488 -

ment to elect the Commission as a whole was traced back to the previous practical approval, 

which was formalised in the Maastricht Treaty. It is striking how the European Parliament 

managed to elect the Commission President against the will of the European Member States 

and why the individual Commissioners presented themselves to the European Parliament whi-

le the Council was initially opposed to this practice.  Essential to this was also the attitude 489

of the Commission, which former Commission President Barroso called for concerning the 

2004 and 2007 enlargements.  He stressed the need for strong presidential leadership in an 490

enlarged College of Commissioners consisting of one Commissioner per Member State, thus 

27 in total.  He also said that the European Commission needs “a President that is seen by 491

members of the Commission as a last resort and authority”, after which the Commission can 

only function or be run efficiently and effectively as a powerful and personalised authority.  492

The Lisbon Treaty finally gave the European Parliament the legal competence to elect the 

President of the European Commission. The legal provisions leave open questions about the 

ultimate significance of the President of the European Commission and the special inter-insti-

tutional relationship between the European Parliament and the European Commission. Since 

the Lisbon Treaty created the position of the permanent President of the Council, it is unclear 

what the function of the President of the Commission will be when attending European Coun-

cil meetings. This all-encompassing involvement could support the idea for the European 

Constitution that a European President should be involved in all matters and underline the ac-

countability of the President of the European Commission to the European Parliament. Apart 

from the legal provisions, Declaration 11 on former Article 9 D Nr.7 TEU states that the Eu-

ropean Council and the European Parliament are jointly responsible for the smooth running of 

the election process, allowing for necessary consultations on further provisions and concrete 
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candidates.  

The process of ‘de-constitutionalisation’ and the establishment of a 'reform treaty’, namely the 

Treaty of Lisbon, shows that, for another time, the intergovernmental approach has prevailed 

and prevented the superstate feared by Eurosceptics.  Although the Lisbon Treaty legally 493

strengthens the democratic rights of European voters by indirectly influencing the election of 

the Commission President, it fails to bring the EU closer to its citizens. In contrast, there is a 

clear hierarchy between the European institutions, as the Member States represented in the 

European Council only transfer competencies to the European Parliament to a limited extent, 

and the latter is in a relationship of dependency.   

The European Parliament has been quite active in exercising its power of assent by holding 

hearings and debates on the College of the European Commission before the vote. This prac-

tice led to further politicisation of what was once seen as a technocratic institution, the Eu-

ropean Commission.  494

With the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty, the governance of the EU was ultimately divided 

among three institutions.  The European Council gives the Union the necessary impetus for 495

its development and defines the general political objectives and priorities, according to Article 

15 (1) TEU. Secondly, the Council of the EU performs political decision-making and coordi-

nation tasks following the Treaties, Article 16 (1), second sentence TEU. Finally, the Eu-

ropean Commission has the exercise of promoting the general interest of the EU and taking 

appropriate initiatives to this end, Article 17 (1) first sentence TEU. This task entails difficul-

ties in attributing state action directly to the assignable actors. However, imputability is cen-

tral to democratic accountability and responsibility to ensure that citizens can sanction ac-

countable individuals in upcoming election.  496

§ 3.8 Outcomes 

This extensive chapter aimed to gain a better understanding of the central Article 17 (7) TEU 

and its excerpts in need of interpretation and, in particular, to work out, based on the deve-
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lopment of the EU to its present state, whether the legal text provides a basis for the Spitzen-

kandidaten process, which the exact wording does not as explained.  

The outcome of the European Parliament elections would already be taken into account when 

the European Council would consider the majority of seats in the Parliament after the elec-

tion. The required appropriate consultations also do not specify a particular procedure. Given 

the intergovernmental character of the EU, the procedure for nominating the Commission 

President could be entrusted exclusively to the European Council, similar to its actions after 

the 2019 elections.   

However, such an interpretation could contradict the institutional framework and its evolution 

since the founding of the ECSC. While the original intentions of the ECSC, as stated in the 

preamble of the ECSC Treaty, still exist, there is nothing left of the old. In the last almost six-

ty-five years, the ECSC has become the EU, the Joint Assembly has become the European 

Parliament, the High Authority has become the European Commission, and a new body has 

been created, the European Council, which is made up of the heads of state or government of 

the European Member States. Apart from the names being changed, their functions, compe-

tencies, and meanings have evolved considerably over the years. Moreover, it should be em-

phasised that the ECSC consisted of five institutions when it was founded in 1952, whereas 

today, the EU has over seventy institutions and agencies, which derive their legal status to a 

considerable extent from European secondary law.  The EU is no longer merely an econo497 -

mic association for mutual prosperity. It has become a mutual commitment to social, political 

and economic ideals, as expressed in the preamble to the TEU and its contribution to the 

Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU. The European Parliament has evolved from a mere 

consultative assembly into a counterpart to the European Council and the European Commis-

sion and is the EU’s most directly legitimised institution.  Whether in the reports of the 498

1960s and 1970s, such as the Davignon Report and the Vedel Report or in the Laeken Decla-

ration of 2001, there have been repeated demands for greater democratisation of the institu-

tional framework, in the course of the EU’s steadily growing influence on citizens’ everyday 

lives. While the introduction of European elections in 1979 represented a decisive step 

towards democratisation and integration of European citizens, participation of the European 
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electorate in further democratisation efforts happened only indirectly. During the EU’s deve-

lopment process, the implementation of these aspirations was realised mainly in the Parlia-

ment’s co-decision rights on legislation, and the election of the President of the European 

Commission and the College. It needs to be emphasised that the European Parliament is still 

the only directly elected transnational parliament and must be seen in its uniqueness of its 

rights, such as the active election of the Commission President and the entire College of 

Commission.  499

The Spitzenkandidaten procedure aimed to give the European electorate the power of directly 

electing the Commission President through their vote in the European Parliament. In this way, 

this central figure of the EU framework would have been accountable first and foremost to the 

European citizens. Even though the legal text of the Treaties does not provide for the Spitzen-

kandidaten procedure as a rule for the election of the Commission President, the nomination 

of former Commission President Juncker in 2014 was based on this concept. In the run-up to 

the 2019 European elections, the European Council and the party families were aware of the 

development up to the previous election, supported by the Parliament’s self-commitment to 

the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement and the presentation of leading candidates. The European 

Council merely observed the election campaign of the leading candidates without seeking a 

binding regulation in line with the demands of the European Parliament and the Commission. 

The European Council’s inaction could have replaced the appropriate consultations required 

by Article 17 (7) TEU and would have become an unspoken rule. The lethargy of the Eu-

ropean Council has led to individual heads of state or government boycotting this principle 

after the elections, reminiscent of the empty chair policy pursued by the French government 

in the second half of the 1960s. The appointment of the Commission President by the Eu-

ropean Council solely based on the nomination of a member of the winning European party 

group, without even having to have a connection to European politics, appears very superfici-

al and inconsistent. On the other hand, the European Parliament could theoretically have vo-

ted out the presented candidate for the Commission Presidency in 2019, Ursula von der Ley-

en, and thus prevented a Commission under her leadership and maintained the Spitzenkandia-

ten procedure.  500

A significant change in nominating the candidate for Commission President is the election in 

 Hodson/Peterson, The Institutions of the European Union 2017, 1, 10.499

 Dann, Principles of European Constitutional Law 2007, 229, 249. 500
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the Council by a qualified majority instead of unanimity. It offers more dynamism in choosing 

a candidate, regardless of single Member States having the power to block candidates with a 

de-facto veto right, thus avoiding ‘lowest-common denominator’ nominations.  The pre-501

eminent position of the President of the European Commission as primus inter pares is under-

lined by the fact that s/he is elected before the College.  In contrast to pre-2009, when the 502

Commission President developed the agenda of the European Council together with the rota-

ting Council Presidency, the resulting direct access to the Member States and influence on 

Council work has been reduced by the establishment of the permanent President of the Eu-

ropean Commission.  Moreover, the introduction of the High Representative of the CFSP 503

has weakened the international visibility of the Commission President. Overall, both the 

wording of Article 17 (7) TEU and the development of the entire EU allow for an interpretati-

on in favour of the Spitzenkandidaten procedure, especially since the European Parliament 

has had to assert itself time and time again by exercising new de facto rights.  

§ 4 Is the Spitzenkandidaten Idea suitable for Preserving and Promoting the Democratic 

Principle at the EU level? 

It becomes clear from chapter § 2 that the Spitzenkandidaten idea was introduced to corre-

spond to the development of the EU’s democratic elements in the shape of accountability and 

the Europeanisation of European elections. Having established in § 3 that the historical path 

to today’s EU and the existing treaty provisions do not make the Spitzenkandidaten system 

binding, though possible, it is questionable whether there is a democratic deficit at the EU le-

vel at all, and if so, whether the Spitzenkandidaten idea would be an adequate instrument to 

compensate for this democratic deficit.  

Democracy, in general, is conceived as a form of government in which the people (Greek: 

“demos”) are the sovereign (Greek: “kratia”) of a given territory and are supposed to inde-

pendently give themselves a constitution.  The purpose of democracy, then, is to capture the 504

 Nasshoven, The Appointment of the President of the European Commission, 89 f.501
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right of all people to free self-determination and uphold core values such as political equality, 

public control and freedom.  US-President Abraham Lincoln, defined democracy as “go505 -

vernment of the people, by the people, and for the people” in 1863.  The people’s sovereign506 -

ty makes democratic representation necessary to ensure the legitimacy of institutions, thus 

creating incentives for governments and responsiveness for citizens.  Democratic legitimacy 507

is also enshrined in Article 2 of the French Constitution, which states that government action 

shall be based on the administration and power of the community.  It is defined as a system 508

in which a majority of a group of people are willing to participate in democratic discourse and 

binding decisions and is referred to as “input legitimacy”.  According to the idea of chain 509

legitimacy, citizens in parliamentary democracies elect their representatives in parliament, 

who in turn elect the head of government, who selects the cabinet, which appoints the offici-

als of the authority.  This procedure is referred to as “output legitimacy”.  510 511

The democratic principle of the EU appears for the first time in the SEA as a mutual obligati-

on of Member States in the third, forth and fifth sections of the preamble. These provisions 

include the uniform promotion of democracy at the European level and the representation of 

the democratic peoples of Europe through the European Parliament elected by universal suf-

frage. By incorporating these goals into the preamble of the Maastricht Treaty, the European 

institutions were also bound to democratic functioning.  Democracy as a guiding value is 512

now enshrined in the preamble and Articles 1 (2) and 2 TEU and is a condition for future 

Member States to join the EU and a sanction option for current Member States under Article 7 
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TEU.  The principles of democracy are protected in the Articles 9 and 10 TEU. The particu513 -

lar democratic system, called representative democracy, is established for the EU in Article 10 

(1) TEU. Apart from the people’s representation in the European Parliament, European citi-

zens are represented by the respective elected heads of state and government at the European 

Council and by members of their governments in the Council of the EU, Article 10 (2) TEU. 

According to Article 10 (2) TEU, the members of the European Council and the Council must 

be accountable for their activities to their particular national parliaments or directly to the citi-

zens of their country. Furthermore, Article 10 (3) and (4) TEU ensures and provides for the 

continuous participation of European citizens in maintaining the democratic system of the 

EU. The core of democracy consists of “input and output legitimacy” embodied in elections 

to establish a procedural chain of legitimacy from the electorate to the government, which 

forms the branch and thus determines the quality of government action.   514

Since the Lisbon Treaty, the EU has introduced measures such as the ECI to establish partici-

pation of citizens at the European level to force legislative action by the European Commissi-

on.  However, it must be noted that since the establishment of the ECI with the Lisbon Trea515 -

ty in 2007, only five initiatives met the requirements, and there has not been a single imple-

mentation by the Commission in a proposed action, so the measure to increase direct demo-

cratic tools for European citizens has not yet had an impact.  516

The possible European democratic deficits can be divided into a legitimacy deficit, a repre-

sentation deficit and a participatory deficit.  One example for a possible representation and 517

recognition deficit of citizens concerning measures could result, on the one hand, from QMV 

in the European Council.  On the other hand, it is questionable whether, and if so, to which 518

extent the European Council is institutionally accountable to the European Commission, and 

 Skouris, Demokratie und Rechtsstaat: Europäische Union in der Krise, 17; Plottka/Rebmann, 513
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how exactly the legal competencies of the European Council differ from those of the Eu-

ropean Parliament.  The reader must be aware that the European Council, as the agenda-set519 -

ting body of the EU, is the representing executive organ of the EU Member States,  consis520 -

ting of their heads of state and government.  Therefore the European Council is elected by 521

the citizens of the respective Member States on grounds of a national agenda and not by one 

united European demos based on a European agenda.   522

According to the existing ‘no demos’- thesis, there is no such European figure outside the na-

tional context since the peoples of Europe are not connected in the same way as national 

communities are.  This thesis points to the cultural heterogeneity between EU Member Sta523 -

tes and their citizens and a lack of will to be a European community, thus a lack of sense of 

belonging.  This feeling is reinforced by a missing equality in electoral principles.  The 524 525

latest form of the TEU, after the reform by the Lisbon Treaty, does not provide any clear ans-

wer on the issue of sovereignty in the EU. Dieter Grimm, former judge at the German Consti-

tutional Court, summarises five possible scenarios concerning the question of sovereignty of 

the EU, which decisively influences the required measures for democracy: Sovereignty has 

been transferred to the EU; the sovereignty remains with the Member States; sovereignty is 

divided between the EU and the Member States; Member States and the EU share sovereignty 

and exercise it through EU institutions; sovereignty has dissolved in the EU.  Strikingly, 526

none of these constellations challenges the original sovereignty of people or citizens. This rea-

lisation calls for a discussion of the signals of these narratives on European citizens toward 

the EU. Concerning the functions and powers of the European Parliament, it is also important 

to distinguish between parliamentarisation and democratisation and to examine whether the 
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measures taken, and the recent empowerments of the European Parliaments meet the require-

ments of democratisation for the EU.  527

§ 4.1 What Expectations of Democratic Standards should the EU Meet? 

An essential point in the analysis of the EU’s democratic standards is to understand what ex-

pectations the EU should meet and whether it should apply the democratic principles of its 

Member States. Moreover it is essential to understand how much uniformity European consti-

tutional law requires and how much flexibility it allows.  It is undisputed that the EU has a 528

twofold democratic structure: supranational elements through the European Parliament and 

the independent institutions, e.g. the European Commission and the CJEU, and intergovern-

mental ones through particularly the European Council, the Council and national parliaments, 

which are involved in the EU’s policy-making process when they exercise their influence 

through their national executives, which are the main actors in the European Council and 

Council.  The democratic requirements find special attention when it is imagined that the 529

transparency of the negotiations and discussions in the European Council is not guaranteed.  530

It must be taken into account that the European Council has strengthened its competencies at 

the expense of the European Parliament during the years of European crises.  With some 531

regarding the European Council as probably the only legislature in liberal democracy that 

continues to make primary laws behind closed doors, thus approaching EU decision-making 

in a conscious and consensual matter,  the subject of transfer and the current execution of 532

the sovereignty becomes the crucial point when examining a democratic deficit of the EU. 

Sovereignty includes “notion of power, authority, independence, and the exercise of will”.  533

It goes hand in hand with the "legal capacity of national decision makers to take decisions wi-
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thout being subject to external restraints".  It eventually includes the right to hold and exer534 -

cise authority.  With regards to that, intergovernmentalists and supranationalists dispute the 535

extend of sovereignty transferred to the EU.   

§ 4.1.1 Intergovernmental Approach 

The intergovernmentalist theory focuses on the privileges of the Member States’ roles in the 

European framework, understanding the EU as an institution ruled on a government-to-go-

vernment basis by sovereign states, whereas supranational actors only have limited competen-

ces.  According to that, these supranational institutions take only joint action within the in536 -

dividual national interest to reach collective goals.  537

The influential participation of the European Council can be seen as symptomatic of a new 

form of intergovernmentalism. While national governments remain committed to cooperation 

at the EU level, they are reluctant to delegate new powers to supranational institutions, partly 

because public support for European integration is modest. It is striking that, after Maastricht, 

the EU has focused more on political coordination than on the traditional Community method 

of legislative decision-making, with functionalism being the main force behind this develop-

ment.  Moreover, the European Council is seen as the “single institution holding overall po538 -

litical leadership in all EU affairs”.  Some see a misunderstanding regarding the legitimacy 539

and legal nature of the EU and its institutions as being little more than a traditional internatio-

nal organisation of sovereign states.  In their view, the EU is a conglomeration of democra540 -

tic Member States, hence deriving much of its legitimacy from national governments, which 

are responsible to the electorate and have chosen to delegate limited powers to the EU institu-

 Nugent, The Government and Politics of the European Union, 502.534
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tions.  The Member States are the democratic pillars and guarantors of the EU, so this parti541 -

cular role must be adequately taken into account when assessing the EU’s democratic requi-

rements.  European integration must be seen as a sequence of arrangements among the lar542 -

ger Member States based on national interests and domestic politics.   543

Moravcsik  argues that “the creation of the European Council was explicitly designed to 544

narrow rather than to broaden the scope for autonomous action by supranational actors” and 

that those supranational actors have limited influence or access to negotiations.  As long as 545

the leaders of the EU Member States are democratically elected, the EU would have a well-

founded and sufficient claim to democratic legitimacy, regardless of how it created policies 

and institutions on a day-to-day basis to maintain its ability to function.  A democratic defi546 -

cit in the EU would thus be “democratically justified” or non-existent, assuming that the Uni-

on performs political functions appropriate to non-majoritarian institutions.  The German 547

Constitutional Court rulings on the Maastricht Treaty in 1993  and the Lisbon Treaty in 548

2009  shall in this regard be taken into account. According to them, it should be noted that 549

the powers of the EU are delegated by the national democracies of the Member States.  Un550 -

der the “principle of conferral” affirmed in these rulings, certain powers are delegated by the 

Member States to the EU though not alienated, which means that the original legitimacy and 

competence for these matters remain with the delegating Member States.  In contrast to this 551
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principle, the EU lacks the Kompetenz-Kompetenz, which means it is always dependent on the 

competencies delegated to it by the Member States.  These opinions suggest that what mat552 -

ters are not the democratic standards of the EU itself but the states delegating powers to the 

EU and from which the EU derives its legitimacy.  Proponents of this view argue that the 553

heads of state or government concluded international treaties being ratified by the Member 

States in the procedure prescribed by each constitution without direct popular participation.  554

The original legitimation procedure thus does not involve popular but rather state sovereignty 

and therefore must remain at the intergovernmental level.   555

Finally, the European treaties guarantee the Member States an autonomous national and cultu-

ral identity and limit the EU’s competencies to conclusive, objective and instrumentally re-

stricted possibilities of action.  In addition to the principle of conferral, the European institu556 -

tions are formally bound to subsidiarity and proportionality.  Moreover, the Member States 557

are the final authority when it comes to fundamental revision of the treaties, and this is provi-

ded for in revision procedures, despite the European Parliament having its right of initiative to 

amend the treaties, which is not limited to political proposals in the form of resolutions.  It 558

is also striking that Article I-6, which was included in the draft EU Constitutional Treaty and 

provided for the supremacy of European law over the law of the Member States, was, unlike 

many other provisions, not included in the Lisbon Treaty, and instead included in the attached 

Declaration No. 17. 

§ 4.1.2 Supranationalist Approach 

In contrast to the intergovernmentalist theory, the supranational approach understands the 

existence of the EU as a diminution of national sovereignty, by having created an institution, 
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which is above the national level.  For this purpose the supranationality is related to the na559 -

ture of the institutions, the European Parliament, the European Commission and the CJEU in 

particular, emphasising their autonomy and their significance in the overall framework.  It 560

recognises the European idea as a joint identification at the pursuit of a collective interest, 

overreaching the individual interests of the Member States, aiming for an eventual federal 

system.  561

An important column of this theory is the initial design of the predecessor of the European 

Commission, the High Authority.  As an independent institution it was supposed to act inde562 -

pendently within its own area of competence and the purpose of pursuing the joint interests.  563

In the 1960s, financial arrangements for the CAP were approved leading to the Commission 

proposal of enhancing supranational authority and shifting more powers from the Member 

States to the High Authority and the European Parliament.  In addition to that, national 564

sovereignty was reduced by the extension of QMV.  This direction was underlined by the 565

creation of the Single Market and the establishing of the EU with the Maastricht Treaty in the 

1990s, and the following supranational reforms of the Nice Treaty.   566

Two landmark judgements of the CJEU in 1963  and 1964  declared the EU legal order 567 568

autonomous vis-à-vis the laws of the Member States. EU Community law is by that supposed-

ly directly applicable (effet utile), and national courts may not apply conflicting domestic law 

or ask the national constitutional courts to apply it.  As a result, the internationally signed 569

treaties, the Treaties of Rome, form the legal basis for a constitutional effect, which has ever 

since been further developed and gives the EU its unique position. The general law is thus 
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permeated by constitutional law, and the treaties are elevated to the status of a constitution 

and thus used to interpret secondary law.  This process makes a stringent legal system hard 570

to calculate but also very malleable, as the CJEU interprets EU law depending on a case-by-

case basis.  The idea of ‘constitutionalisation’ returns responsibility to the Member States, 571

as national law becomes inapplicable with a mere notification by the European Commission, 

and European law initially being established by a unanimous decision of the European Coun-

cil, despite the contradiction with the fundamental “principle of conferral”.  This approach 572

also underlines that the CJEU has become a tremendously powerful supranational EU institu-

tion that can sustainably shape the EU framework because, unlike the European Council, it 

exclusively looks after the common interest of the Union, so it has no counterpart and is not 

accountable for its decisions.  Thus, the CJEU promotes integration making aware, that after 573

the creation of the supranational institutions, they exist and develop independently, hereby 

demonstrating the lock-in effect and determination of supranationality.   574

§ 4.1.3 Conclusions 

Concerning the question, whether the EU is a rather intergovernmental or supranational orga-

nisation, no forward-looking indications are discernible from the entanglements of interests 

among the Member States. The Member States actions show, that while in some areas the 

Member States prefer regulation at national level, in other matters regulation at national level 

is not feasible, so that community solutions are sought.   575

In a CJEU ruling on June 24, 2014,  a Decision of the European Council  concerning an 576 577

agreement between the EU and Mauritius on transferring suspected pirates, was declared null 

and void. Although this occurred within the framework of the CFSP and there was no right of 

confirmation by the European Parliament, it had to be informed immediately and comprehen-

 Grimm, Europa ja - aber welches?, 36.570
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sively.  After the Isoglucose decision, the CJEU has once again demonstrated the illegality 578

of the European Council's unilateral action.  

On the other hand, the intergovernmental approach downplays the crucial supranational fea-

tures of the EU.  This imbalance becomes clear when one considers that the significant 579

powers delegated to the EU are not accessible to the initial and legitimate delegators of 

power, the people.  Even if the EU does not have the Kompetenz-Kompetenz, its actions 580

have an immense impact on the European people’s lives, requiring their democratic represen-

tation nevertheless. By delegating powers to the EU, it governs and thus influences areas pre-

viously also constitutionally reserved for nation-states.  This finding suggests that the pre581 -

servation of democracy in the European Member States is called into question, especially if 

the supranational institutions contradict the interests of the Member States. Such an intergo-

vernmental approach could lead to a setback if considering for the European Council to be the 

powerful and decisive institution of the EU, as by now there exists directly elected European 

institution, the European Parliament. For this reason, a distinction must be made between the 

allocation of powers, and subjects between national institutions and EU institutions.  It 582

should be noted that the measures taken for the EU set standards that are irrevocable for the 

European demos.  On the one hand the EU has state elements; on the other hand the EU is 583

not a state, which leads to a Janus-faced nature underlining its sui generis character.  Howe584 -

ver, it is inadequate to classify the founding of the European Council as a step towards inter-

governmentalism, as the intention was to bring the leaders of governments together and 

preventing institutional blockings as in the “empty chair crisis” in 1965. 

This particular construction of the EU becomes even more evident when it comes to the ac-

tivation of national parliaments within the framework of the EU. Article 12 TEU, concerning 
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No.1 of the Protocols on the role of national parliaments in the EU and No.2 on applying the 

principles of subsidiarity and proportionality, endows national parliaments with participation 

and information rights and regulates their relations with the European Parliament. These 

powers were further extended by the Lisbon Treaty, which created an ‘early warning system’ 

giving national parliaments the competence to monitor whether initiatives for EU decisions 

comply with the principles of solidarity.  The national parliaments do not have a veto right 585

in this regard but rather a control competence following the requirements of Protocol No.2.  

On the question of the transferability of national democratic standards to the EU, it should be 

noted that the Member States have different constitutional traditions and forms of democracy 

that cannot be transferred 1:1 to the European level.  The Lisbon ruling  of the German 586 587

Constitutional Court outlines that Germany is constitutionally able to transfer sovereign rights 

but not sovereignty to the EU, which is not the same thing according to the Kompetenz-Kom-

petenz theory by the German Constitutional Court and the state power of Georg Jellinek.   588

The EU’s unique character is clearly visible in the Union not having a constitutional system 

based upon any traditional system of a clear separation of powers, or a conservative model of 

checks and balances.  According to that, there is no single institution responsible for exer589 -

cising either legislative or executive power within the EU.  Instead it is a constitutional sys590 -

tem designed to meet the particular demands of its own historical circumstances  591

Nevertheless, some see the EU’s executive-heavy policies as threatening the democracy.  592

The reasons for these concerns are that, on the one hand, the European Council is the agenda-

setter of the EU. On the other hand, the European Commission performs many European exe-

cutive functions. Neither of these institutions are directly elected by EU citizens, so the only 

directly elected European institution, the European Parliament, has comparatively limited 

powers, confined in legislation, control rights and the election of the Commission and its Pre-
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sident. Also it is not capable of giving itself ultimate competencies, as visible with the en-

forcement approach of the Spitzenkandidaten principle. Overall, the horizontal and vertical 

elements of the separation of powers are more complexly interwoven than in a “normal” fe-

deral state, e.g. regarding the EU executive horizontally between the institutions and vertical-

ly concerning the Member States, similar to a bicameral system.  Some, therefore, believe 593

that the European Commission should shed its regulatory functions and instead become a ge-

nuine political executive dedicated to “initiating social, economic and environmental laws”, 

divorced from any mandatory discussion between the European Council and the European 

Parliament about who should lead the European Commission and what its political agenda 

should be.  This would reinforce the Commission’s dependency towards the European peop594 -

le, which it currently enacts to the European Parliament.  

The ‘constitutionalisation' idea exposes the imbalance between politics and administration in 

the EU.  On the one hand, the CJEU’s interpretation of the European law is extended, and 595

the Commission’s competencies are expanded.  On the other hand, a correction of the ac596 -

tions of the CJEU and the European Commission is generally not possible without a treaty 

amendment or an action for annulment before the CJEU, with very little chance of success.  597

The arising problem is not that the democratic aspects of the EU are not comparable to natio-

nal patterns of democracy, but that the European actions of the CJEU and the European 

Commission take on a life of their own beyond democratic legitimacy.  Moreover, these 598

CJEU decisions ruled that European law can be directly invoked by private plaintiffs, even if 

not explicitly provided for in the treaties, and that it should prevail in case of conflict with 

national law, thereby increasing the pressure on the governments.  The theory of ‘constitu599 -

tionalisation’ goes too far in using the CJEU’s 1963 and 1964 rulings as a connecting factor. 

The previous research in § 3.3 shows that the European Communities at that time were prima-
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rily an economic union consisting only of the six founding countries. The agenda-setting insti-

tution, the European Council, which established the future Treaties of Maastricht, Amsterdam, 

Nice and Lisbon, did not exist then. At that time, the European Commission and the CJEU 

were only empowered to enforce the law set by the Member States and were thus bound by 

their will; the Joint Assembly, on the other hand, was not elected and had only an advisory 

function.  A continuation of the former prioritisation can further be seen in the fact that after 600

the failure of the Constitutional Treaty in June 2005, there no longer is an intention of esta-

blishing a European constitution, but institutional reforms instead.  The CJEU is to rule wit601 -

hin the framework of EU law but not take the place of the legislative bodies.  602

§ 4.2 Does Dual Legitimacy already meet the EU’s Democratic Requirements? 

As described in § 3.4, the election of the European Parliament was decided by the European 

Council’s resolution of September 20, 1976, and took place for the first time in 1979. The in-

tention behind the creation of European elections was to compensate for the loss of democra-

tic legitimacy by the introduction of majority voting in the European Council and the streng-

thening of supranational European institutions in light of the CJEU rulings of 1963 and 

1964.  The studies in § 3.4 also mention the democratic deficit identified in the 1972 Vedel 603

Report and the 1976 Tindemans Report, which addressed the necessity of European elections 

and the election of the Commission President by the European Parliament. As more and more 

sovereign rights were transferred to the EU, an increased focus on democratisation was ne-

cessary.  604

This dual legitimacy under the maintenance of the majority principle in the European Council 

could contradict the democratic legitimacy principles and exacerbate a divide, as some Mem-

ber States can be outvoted by the majority in the European Council.  In a case, where the 605

citizens of such countries do not support these impactful changes at the European level, the 

chain of democratic legitimacy may not be preserved, as their national representative is not 
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responsible for the decision of the European Council. These effects are severe, as they allow 

the application of EU law on the territory of a Member State, which may not have been ap-

proved by the majority of the Member State’s population.  Following this line of thought, 606

majority voting in the European Council underlines the supranational character of the EU sin-

ce developments and adjustments are precisely not always in line with the interests of each 

Member State. The gap in legitimacy through majority voting was also to be filled by trans-

ferring legislative powers to the European Parliament with the Maastricht Treaty in 1992.  607

Until then, unitary decisions in the European Council guaranteed an unbroken chain of legiti-

mation for the Member States when they decided on primary and secondary legislation and 

were the only legislative institution, even if they did not have the right of initiative.  In con608 -

trast, a de facto veto right of a Member State would also undermine the democratic claim sin-

ce a single Member State could thwart collective decisions and thus block the functioning of 

the rest of the Union,  as happened in the France’s 1965 “empty chair crisis”, as explained in 609

§ 3.3. However, the crucial difference lies in the intergovernmental perspective, in that a 

Member State would not be forced to change its status quo against its actual will.  The ma610 -

jority vote and its implications are thus themselves signs of the supranational character of the 

EU.  The principle of dual legitimacy would bypass the lack of legislative initiative and the 611

European election as a second-tier vote by the European Parliament, and the ECI could beco-

me a third democratic source.  612

However, it is questionable whether the European Council, as the EU’s day-to-day body, ful-

fils democratic obligations, given the scope and depth of the EU’s regulatory powers and the 

resulting impact on the lives of European citizens.  It should be noted that the European 613

Council receives only indirect legitimacy for the European integration from the European citi-
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zens, as it derives its legitimacy from the legitimation of Member States’ governments.  Mo614 -

reover, the members of the European Council wear two hats: one national and one 

European.  The European Commission’s assessment that the EU is “remote and at the same 615

time too intrusive”  in the public perception is alarming in light of the democratic legitimacy 616

of the EU. Therefore, the Commission has made a systematic attempt to promote and develop 

social representation at the EU level arguing that the EU’s “legitimacy today depends on in-

volvement and participation” . Moreover, this leads to a lack of social legitimacy, as citizens 617

generally do not have a strong opinion about the EU.  This attitude, reflected in the turnout 618

of the European elections, triggered the new provision in the Lisbon Treaty that European 

Council must consider the outcome of the European elections when proposing the candidate 

for the Commission Presidency.  However, the Lisbon Treaty does not specify how this 619

should be implemented in practice. The position of the European Council within the EU 

framework leaves little room for the European Parliament to intervene, as bureaucracies and 

governments dominate the processes, and the imbalance of power is not compatible with the 

supranational nature of the EU. Overall, a lack of connection between parliament and the exe-

cutive at the EU level is conspicuous, leading to a lack of parliamentary democracy.  This 620

deficit is exacerbated by the lack of a European public sphere, authentic Europarties and thus 

a genuine pan-European political competition.  The suspicion is growing that the Union is 621

not governed by its citizens but is a government of governments, possibly without the requi-

red legitimation.  622

The European Council continues to be the agenda-setting institution of the significant deve-
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lopments, despite the European Parliament’s legislative competencies.  It is therefore 623

striking that the heads of state and government of the European Member States in the Eu-

ropean Council make the most important decisions and set the political course at the European 

level without being chosen to do so in most cases, as they are elected in a purely national 

electoral process and campaign. As explained in § 2.1, the European Commission is an insti-

tution completely independent from any influence of the European Member States and thus a 

purely supranational institution, according to European law.  For this reason, it is ques624 -

tionable whether the participation of the Member States, representing their national interests 

through the European Council, should be an issue in the nomination of the candidate for the 

Commission Presidency and the respective national governments in the nomination of candi-

dates for the other Commission leadership positions,  or whether it should rather be open to 625

the European party families to each nominate someone from among themselves for this posi-

tion. These considerations are reinforced by the fact that the European Commission as a col-

lege is responsible to the European Parliament as the representative of the European people, 

Article 17 (1) TEU. In conclusion this raises doubts concerning the Council’s legitimacy  

being sufficient for taking decisions without confirmation of the European Parliament, parti-

cularly if not taken unanimously. 

§ 4.3 Does the European Electoral System satisfy the EU’s Democratic Requirements? 

In representative democracies, citizens usually have only one instrument to control politics 

and its actions: their vote.  In the EU context, however, citizens can only vote on the com626 -

position of the European Parliament. For this reason, there is currently no legal provision for 

citizens to influence the behaviour of those who make decisions on their behalf, in particular, 

the European Council as an institution and the European Commission as a whole, as well as 

its individual members, especially the Commission President.  In national elections, Eu627 -

ropean citizens elect heads of state and government and thus influence the composition of the 
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the European Council, an intergovernmental institution that decides the general line of the 

EU.  On the other hand, national elections in Europe have an impact on the concrete policy-628

making of the EU in areas where the transfer of competencies to the EU has already been de-

cided.  However, the results of national elections do not reflect the actual subject matter be629 -

cause national elections mostly make national issues the subject of discussion and thus the 

subject of the election.  Therefore, the citizens’ votes are essential for the EU to assert legi630 -

timate claims to influence the exercise of European powers.  631

However, it should be emphasised that, despite their considerable democratic significance, 

there is no uniform European electoral law.  According to Article 223 TFEU, the European 632

Parliament is to draw up a uniform electoral system for European elections, which was alrea-

dy enshrined in the EC Treaty in 1997 but has not been implemented to date.  As a result, 633

national election law applies until an EU-wide solution is agreed upon. This continuing inter-

mediate solution leads to a proper democratic deficit since the electoral systems, laws, and 

conditions differ in the individual European Member States.  It is also striking that the elec634 -

toral principles listed in Article 14 TEU do not include the principle of equality since the 

equality of votes is brought about by the degressive proportionality of the European Parlia-

ment. In addition, the European elections are very impersonal since, for example, for Germa-

ny, one MEP stands for 830.000 citizens in the European Parliament, while one MP stands for 

136.000 citizens in the German Parliament. It is a serious matter that in the European elec-

tions, citizens can vote for national parties that are not fully represented in the European Par-

liament but are absorbed into European party groups, which in turn are not rooted in European 

society.  635
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In summary, the European elections are not sufficiently Europeanised.  In addition to the 636

aforementioned lack of a uniform European electoral law, despite provisions in the European 

treaties, it is problematic that the European Council is not elected as a European body, even 

though it has an agenda-setting position in the EU framework.  Overall, the link between the 637

citizen vote and the European policy is weak, and the representation of the European popula-

tion in the European Parliament is therefore tenuous. The intention of the European elections 

was democratisation through parliamentarisation.  In reality, they have become second-or638 -

der national elections, represented by national politicians and thus focusing more on national 

than European issues.  Lastly, they are national parties, not European party families, that 639

nominate candidates for the European elections, and thus they are a competition between na-

tional parties, not European party families.  The failure to establish a uniform European 640

electoral law therefore constitutes a serious democratic gap in the composition of the Eu-

ropean Parliament, which even the introduction of the leading candidate principle is not able 

to change. 

§ 4.4 Does the Structure of the European Parliament comply with the Principles of Par-

liamentary Democracy? 

Parliaments are indispensable in democracies. As representatives of the people, MEPs media-

te between them and those who exercise public power.  Parliaments are the central arena 641

where challenges and representative democratic politics are played out.  The parliament 642

creates a forum of accountability, as the executive is obliged to justify its behaviour and deci-

 Grimm, ZSE 2017, 3, 6; Raunio, The Institutions of the European Union 2017, 357, 370.636

 Grimm, Europa ja - aber welches?, 32 f. 637

 Rittberger, Journal of Common Market Studies 2014, 1174, 1175.638

 Träger, Die Europawahl 2014 2015, 33 f.; Müller Gómez/Wessels, Europa von A bis Z 2020, 495, 639

502; Population’s tendency to vote in extremes at European elections: Mattila/Raunio, West European 
Politics 2012, 589, 590; Hooghe/Marks/Wilson, Comparative Political Studies 2002, 965, 984; Steen-
bergen/Scott, European Integration and Political Conflict 2004, 165; Terhechte, Wirtschaftsdienst 
2008, 495, 498. 

 Piattoni, The European Union 2015, 3, 9 - referring to Moravcsik, Journal of Common Market 640

Studies 2002, 603-624, Føllesdal/Hix, Journal of Common Market Studies 2006, 533-562. 

 Crum/Curtin, The European Union: Democratic Principles and Institutional Architectures in Times 641

of Crisis 2015, 63, 65.

 Crum/Curtin, The European Union: Democratic Principles and Institutional Architectures in Times 642

of Crisis 2015, 63, 65.

 91



sions, while the parliamentarians can ask questions and make judgements that may have con-

sequences for the executive.  As far as the demand for accountability is concerned, the Eu643 -

ropean Parliament is not comparable with national parliaments, in particular, because of the 

lack of competence for consistent control of the “government”.  Moreover, there is no dua644 -

lism between government and opposition, common in parliamentary democracies.  The Eu645 -

ropean Parliament can constrain the executive actors by vetoing laws that fall under the EU’s 

ordinary legislative procedure.  It also plays a pivotal role in appointing and dismissing the 646

executive, albeit concerning the Commission rather than the work of its specialised commit-

tees.  Through the their work, the European Parliament exercises parliamentary control, and 647

the European Parliament is involved in the ratification of international agreements and treaties 

to which the EU is a signatory party.  This clarifies the requested link between the European 648

Parliament in nominating a leading candidate for becoming the Commission President.  

Especially after the first European elections in 1979, the European Parliament tried to impro-

ve its reputation by drafting its European treaties and, on the other hand, regulating its institu-

tional framework through the courts,  in which, as early as 1980, the European Parliament 649

claimed to have a say in the appointment of the President of the European Commission  and 650

the Commission to adopt its legislative initiatives as their own .  651

According to the above description, a parliament is determined to hold the executive accoun-

table in matters imposed on it by democratic political agreements.  However, in the EU, the652 -

re is no single executive body but a fragmented executive with the European Commission, the 
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European Council, and specific European subsidiary bodies with executive powers.  It is 653

striking that although the European Parliament is the highest democratically legitimised insti-

tution in the EU, it is the comparatively weakest resulting from its limited powers.  The po654 -

litics of the EU as a whole are to a great extent independent of the outcome of the European 

elections and thus, independent of the composition of the European Parliament since the Eu-

ropean agenda is set by the European Council and the more concrete decisions are taken by 

the Council of Ministers and the European Commission.  The European Parliament has mi655 -

nimal control rights over European Council resolutions, which it can only oppose but whose 

content it cannot determine.  On the other hand, MEPs cannot exert significant pressure on 656

Member States over European Council decisions through their national parliaments, as they 

could only influence a single member of the European Council.  However, an influence of 657

the people on the decisions of the European Council would be necessary since it does not re-

present the European citizens but the interests of the Member states, as explained above.  658

Therefore, the European Council lacks democratic legitimacy, which cannot be sufficiently 

compensated for by participation or control rights of the European Parliament since it is not 

directly elected and it is not subject to any directly elected body.  659

The distribution of seats in the European Parliament is based on a degressive proportionality 

principle.  Degressive proportionality means, that the weight of the individual votes of Eu660 -

ropean citizens decreases proportionally as the population of the Member States increases. 

Malta, the smallest Member State in terms of population with approximately 520.000 inhabi-

tants in 2020, has six representatives in the European Parliament, each representing around 

86.600 citizens, while Germany, the most populous Member State with approximately 
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83.000.000 people in 2021 has ninety-six representatives each representing over 860.000 citi-

zens. The result is a significant imbalance in votes in the European Parliament. Another pro-

blem associated with degressive proportionality is that it focuses on an equitable distribution 

of national representation in the European Parliament, even though this institution is supposed 

to be a fully supranational one. Therefore, it is not the national representation that is supposed 

to be decisive but distribution according to multinational party families, guaranteed by regula-

tions on building party families and party groups.    661

Given these limitations in the European Parliament, an institutional deficit becomes 

apparent.  For the EU to move closer to the ideal of parliamentary systems, the EU political 662

system must undergo significant reform. To develop into a full-fledged democracy, the EU 

needs the expanded expertise of the European Parliament and thus a growing influence of the 

European citizens on EU policy.  For this, however, it is crucial to define the substance and 663

foundation of the EU.  Democracy is based on a united demos, its united identity and mutual 664

culture. This democratic identity results from the self-definition of a demos, consisting of the 

creation of a mutual consciousness and identification with the level to which the rights and 

democratic consciousness refer, leading to universal recognition.  It is thus questionable 665

whether the EU would meet these requirements and whether, in this case, a truly democratic 

system would be possible at the EU level or whether this would amount to a transfer of the 

powers back to the national level.   666

§ 4.4.1 The Importance of European Parties and European Party Groups in the Frame-

work of the EU 

European party groups exist only in the European Parliament, intending to bring together 

groups of MEPs to pursue, among other things, a common position on EU legislation.  They 667

are an organised group of members of a representative body elected either under the same 
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party label or under those of different parties that do not compete in elections and that do not 

form a group expressly for technical reasons only.  Europarties, on the other hand, are extra-668

parliamentary organisations in which politicians from the European Parliament and beyond 

have joined forces to pursue common political goals and find candidates for the Commission 

presidency in the 2014 European elections.  They exist as cooperations of programmatically 669

close national parties.  These Europarties, which are legally regulated in Article 10 (4) TEU, 670

are an essential instrument for the representation of European citizens. They are intended to 

help build political awareness and express the will of the citizens of the Union.  

The formation of supranational party groups dates back to the early 1950s.  At that time, 671

more supranational institutions emerged with the establishment of the High Authority and the 

Assembly, in contrast to the intergovernmental Council of Europe.  In addition, national in672 -

terests in the development of the ECSC were already represented in the Council of Ministers, 

so the Assembly sought to counterbalance them through its partisan structure, as the exempla-

ry account in § 3.2 shows, underscoring the importance of unified programmatic work in re-

presenting the Community.  For the constituent session of the ECSC Joint Assembly in Sep673 -

tember 1952, which preceded the first significant election of the Assembly’s president, the 

MEPs decided to form ideological groups. Since then, the party families have consolidated 

and expanded their positions in the European Parliament, primarily through procedural re-

forms that enable them to effectively utilise the competencies of the European Parliament.   674

The Maastricht Treaty officially integrated the European parties into European primary law. 

Following the footsteps of national parties, European parties see themselves as independent, 

with membership not entailing specific or additional rights.  Even though the form of the 675
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European party system has become more stable, the national parties still influence the politi-

cal groups, notably through their control over the selection of candidates.  An MEP who be676 -

longs to a party family is bound by its guidelines. It should be noted that there are no coherent 

and hierarchically organised parties at the European level. MEPs are elected from the lists of 

national parties and based on national electoral campaigns so that MEPs come from about 200 

different national parliaments. Due to their competencies and influence, they are more similar 

to mergers of national parties or party networks compared to parties at the national level.  677

The members of party families are not the European citizens in the first place but the national 

parties.  This becomes particularly clear bearing in mind that before the elections it is some678 -

times unclear to which national parties will belong to which European party families after the 

elections.  The introduction of Article 17 (7) TEU has potentially upgraded European parties 679

by requiring that the outcome of European elections should be taken into account in the no-

mination of the Commission President, which has been proactively interpreted by European 

parties as aiming at greater visibility and interaction with citizens and thus lead to the Spitzen-

kandidaten idea.  The European Statute on Political Parties, adopted on November 4, 2003, 680

gives legal personality to European parties to free the European elections from their heavy 

national roots and create a European public debate and greater parliamentarisation.  

While relations between national parties and their MEPs have traditionally been rather loose, 

there is now greater political coordination between MEPs and their parties, as evidenced by 

case studies confirming this trend.  Nevertheless MEPs have various obligations to the elec681 -

torate by which they were elected, their national parties by which they were nominated, and 
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the European Parliament groups they serve.  In addition, it should be remembered that 682

MEPs seeking re-election are particularly reluctant to ignore national party guidelines, thus 

having a decisive influence on their work,  and hoping that this adherence to national party 683

guidelines will be tolerated and appreciated by the electorate.  684

§ 4.4.2 Differential Impact on European Voters 

The considerable influence of the national parties compensates for the fact that European citi-

zens do not know the candidates when they vote in the European elections. However, the de-

pendency this creates among candidates must be taken into account.  If the European Par685 -

liament were to draw up transnational lists based on a uniform European election law and in-

dependent European parties, the campaign for the European election would be conducted ba-

sed on party programs rather than national parties. The conclusions drawn from the example 

of European party families show that the European Parliament does not yet represent one Eu-

ropean demos.  As some authors have noted, the European Parliament is run more by tac686 -

tical lobbying in contrast to the European Commission and especially the European Council 

in day-to-day business than by implementing the will of the voters.  As a result, it can be 687

observed that voter turnout decreased as the power of the European Parliament increased, 

which shows that the reputation and development of the European Parliament did not depend 

on the level of its legitimacy and differed significantly in terms of content.  Given these de688 -

velopments, it is questionable whether the representation of citizens in the European Parlia-

ment and the European environment and the democratisation process overall would increase if 

the European Parliament were given the competencies that parliaments usually have.  As a 689

“federal” parliament, the European people must be able to elect and control a real parliament. 
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This idea is supported by the fact that the EU has considerable powers in a wide range of po-

licy areas, and the decision on who should exercise these powers should be based on a compe-

tition of political forces.  On the other hand, it must be taken into account that there is no 690

“common European identity” and decisions that matter most to European citizens are mostly 

taken at the national level.  Moreover, it would be a significant challenge for European par691 -

ties to become independent and self-organised from national parties at a time when parties in 

national parliamentary democracies are generally at a critical juncture, while the European 

Parliament and the European Commission expect to refute the European Council’s right to 

nominate the Commission President.  692

§ 4.4.3 Conclusions  

One reason for introducing the Spitzenkandidaten principle was an increase in democratic 

standards in the EU and a democratic feedback to the mainly executively acting European 

Commission. However, it must be borne in mind that in a parliamentary democracy, the par-

liament is the foundation and benchmark for representing the people’s sovereignty. Accor-

dingly, the European Parliament’s institutional design can be considered a framework for the 

requirements of democratic principles within the EU and against the background of national 

parliaments.  

First, it should be emphasised that the EU has a parliament that represents the people. It is 

elected by the European people for a fixed term and is organised according to interest groups 

called European party families. However, concerning the MEPs, the European party families 

lack the bond with the European citizens compared to the parliamentary groups in the national 

parliaments. Since the national parties are responsible for sending candidates as MEPs, they 

act in a relationship of dependence on the national parties. In addition, voters in European 

elections continue to elect the MEPs in a nationally oriented voting procedure. This depen-

dency, in turn, leads to the fact that even in the European Parliament, national issues and inte-

rests continue to dominate, which entails a steady disengagement of voters from the European 

Parliament in terms of specifically EU-wide content. 
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Similar as in national parliaments, the European Parliament is also supposed to exercise legis-

lative and control rights. Furthermore, the distribution of seats in parliament by interest 

groups is consistent with those in a national parliament. However, the control powers of the 

national parliaments go beyond this because they hold the executive accountable as a go-

vernment, mainly through oppositions, which, however, do not exist at the European level.  

A historical peculiarity of the European Parliament is its fundamentally counterbalanced posi-

tion vis-à-vis the European Council. With regard to the former Council of Ministers as the re-

presentation of the governments of the Member States, the European Parliament was suppo-

sed to be the direct representation of the people to create a balance of different interests. 

However, the existing principle of degressive proportionality, according to which de facto vo-

ters from different Member States have different voting weights, ensures an inequality in this 

institution itself that cannot be downplayed. 

These findings conclude that the European Parliament currently does not conform to parlia-

mentary democratic standards. The representation of the people in the European Parliament 

functions more like a lobby of the national parties in the European party families on the Eu-

ropean stage, whose size is determined by the European elections. If the greater democratisa-

tion of the EU via the European Parliament were to be desired, the further development of 

European parties would be necessary, whose membership would be independent of national 

parties. This shift would lead not only to transnational but completely independent European 

lists and limit topics and impulses for European elections to European issues only. Only then 

can the Spitzenkandidaten principle also be used by the European Parliament as an effective 

instrument to democratise the European Commission, whereas in the meantime, the Spitzen-

kandidaten principle merely attempts to resolve a discussion about personnel discussion re-

garding the Commission President.  

§ 4.5 Conformity of the Spitzenkandidaten Rule with the Provisions and Increase of the 

Democratic System of the EU 

The way the European Commission is established depends on whether the administration of 

the EU is and should be based on an act of delegation by European principles, by the Member 

States,  or on a direct election of the Commission by the people.  The Spitzenkandidaten  693 694
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procedure could represent a mixed solution that considers both the intergovernmental and the 

supranational path.  It intends to achieve greater democratisation through personalisation.  695 696

At the latest, with the legally highlighted leadership role of the President of the European 

Commission in the Amsterdam Treaty, in Article 248 sentence 3 TFEU, a democratic chain of 

legitimacy between the European citizens and this unique position had become inevitable. In 

addition, the EU has long been thought to have a leadership problem, as it has never had a 

single and undisputed source of leadership.  Leadership in the EU has been dispersed among 697

the European institutions and the Member States, resulting in weak, fragmented and inadequa-

te institutional arrangements.  The idea of more active participation of European citizens in 698

the election of the Commission President based on European manifestos, whether directly or 

indirectly, envisages a fundamental change in the Commission’s rule by making a party politi-

cal institution rather than a technocratic one.  699

Nevertheless, the implementation of the nomination of the President of the Commission under 

the Spitzenkandidaten scheme in 2014 was flawed, as national parties had too much influence 

on the candidates and sometimes anticipated agreements that one candidate would become 

President of the European Commission and the other President of the European Parliament. 

The appointment procedure under the guise of the Spitzenkandidatenprinzip, thus, did not 

promote the EU’s democratic legitimacy, as the appointments to the top positions seemed to 

be fixed before the election. On the other hand, the Spitzenkandidaten system had a positive 

short-term impact regarding public perceptions of the EU, as positive associations increased 

in mid-2014 while negative opinions about the EU’s democratic deficit decreased.  It could 700

contribute to the European Parliament becoming independent from the European Council.  701

It was indeed an act of self-empowerment of the European Parliament towards a parliamenta-
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risation of the EU “governmental system”.  And it is to be asked how this self-empower702 -

ment is to be treated against the background of democratic requirements.  In any case, this 703

development took place in line with the legal reforms of the TEU, most recently under the 

Lisbon Treaty.   704

However, it should be noted that if the democratisation of the EU is sought through parlia-

mentarisation, the Spitzenkandidaten process will not have significant impact on this, as the 

European Parliament first needs an alignment of the competencies with those of national par-

liaments, which would consequently require degradation of intergovernmental institutions.  705

While the Spitzenkandidaten scheme allows for an expansion of the political legitimacy of the 

Commission President and increases their political influence and public visibility during the 

election process, it could subsequently lead to a dependency of the President on party-political 

dictates, jeopardising the statutory independence and the function of the Commission to re-

present the common interest of the Union.  706

§ 4.6 What Instruments or further Steps could be taken to strengthen the Democratic 

Principle at the EU level? 

As the European philosopher Daniel Innerarity calls towards a future legal framework in line 

with the democratic principle in the EU, it is necessary to invent new paradigms, rules and 

institutions instead of trying to duplicate existing national regulations.  Others propose a 707

closer adaptation of the EU along the lines of nation-states, the crucial difference being that it 

has no direct constitutional power.  The introduction of EU-wide referendums would cer708 -

tainly increase EU citizens’ participation and legitimacy and consequently force transnational 

debates.  709
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A direct election of the Commission Presidency could turn the European Commission into a 

politicised institution.  Such an election could entail higher participation or turnout of Eu710 -

ropean citizens. In addition, the national parties would be forced to support the European par-

ty families more strongly and thus establish more European thinking and action so that the 

election campaign for the European elections would be filled with European instead of natio-

nal issues. Another advantage would be that the direct election of the Commission President 

would create a unifying figure, bringing with it a more clear-cut distribution of powers, espe-

cially between the legislative and executive branches.  This depicted politicisation of the 711

Commission could contradict the original intention that it, the former High Authority, was in-

itially meant to be a technocratic body within the EU framework. A politically motivated elec-

toral process could undermine the technocratic orientation of the European Commission, as 

the executive has to remain independent of control rights.  Favouring this idea is that the 712

administrative and judicial bodies of the EU can hardly be held accountable for their decisions 

by the European people, whereas the European Commission can be held responsible through 

an action for annulment under Article 264 TFEU.  The CJEU, in particular, has immense 713

power as the highest court of the EU, having the ability to overrule national courts.  Hence it 714

follows that these bodies should not be political and thus should be elected or voted out by 

EU citizens. The independence of the College of Commissioners, the political arm of the EU, 

from its nation-states is particularly emphasised by the independence oath they have to 

take.  The independence of the College of Commissioners is enshrined in Article 17 (3) 715

TEU and Article 245 (1) TFEU. Nevertheless, the Commissioners are appointed in a highly 

politicised procedure and are supposed to set the political direction of the Commission.  716

Their Janus-faced character comes together in their claim to be the “honest broker” of the EU 
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framework.  Eventually it has to be remembered that politicisation creates controversy, 717

which could enhance the election process. Accordingly, for the European Commission to 

shape the long-term agenda together with the European Council, a politicisation of the Com-

mission Presidency is necessary, which presupposes a competitive choice of this position by 

the European electorate in direct or indirect elections.  Such an election would give the Pre718 -

sident of the European Commission the necessary ideological power at the negotiating table 

with the European Council.  Finally, the direct election of the President of the European 719

Commission would respond to the lack of sufficient democratic control and the insufficient 

participation of citizens.  720

§ 4.7 Conclusions 

To determine whether the Spitzenkandidaten idea is suitable for the preservation and, particu-

larly, the promotion of the principle of democracy, it is necessary to understand the democra-

tic standards which the EU wants to and can meet due to its unique position. The intention of 

the European Parliament in introducing the Spitzenkandidaten principle was to give more le-

gitimacy to the administering and law-initiating European Commission by indirectly electing 

its leadership in the European elections, and the vote of the electorate taking place in the 

knowledge of the Spitzenkandidaten running. Therefore, the view that for a political system to 

be democratic, it is not mandatory that the people should be directly involved in every decisi-

on, and thus it is sufficient that the people can hold the institutions accountable for all decisi-

ons made,  is not convincing within the frame of the EU. In the more than seventy years 721

since the founding of the EU’s predecessor, the ECSC, the EU and its institutions have steadi-

ly evolved. Its sphere of influence has been considerably and continuously increased. Howe-

ver, after the introduction of the European elections in 1979, the possibility for European citi-

zens to exert influence has not changed significantly. This standstill has supposedly been 

compensated for by the greater involvement of the European Parliament. It is to be feared 

that, for many European citizens, this institutional development process has created a self-
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perpetuating unity that seems unattainable for them. The growing alienation can be seen in the 

continuously decreasing voter turnout in European elections until 2014 when the Spitzenkan-

didaten principle was to be used for the first time for the election of the Commission presi-

dency. This comparative peak and trend of voter turnout stagnated at around fifty percent in 

the following European election under the announcement of the Spitzenkandidaten principle 

in 2019. Perhaps with this new impulse, it was possible to stop the downward trend in electo-

ral participation and to compensate, at least in part, for the propagated democratic deficit.  

The unique path the EU is taking cannot be compared to nation-states in terms of democratic 

standards. Currently, the European Parliament and the Council operate as two chambers in a 

bicameral legislative system.  An approximation with the legislature in the US, consisting of 722

the Senate and the House of Representatives, elected by the citizens, could be envisaged. In a 

democracy, which means complete rule by the people, nation-states must in all respects esta-

blish and maintain a chain of legitimacy from state institutions to the people. The EU, on the 

other hand, is a community of democratic nation-states. This peculiarity leads to many diffe-

rent views being held regarding the legal nature of the EU, which can be summarised in parti-

cular in intergovernmentalism and supranationalism.  723

Some say Europe is too big and too diverse for the EU institutions to govern democratically 

in a national sense.  For the intergovernmentalists, the union of democratic Member States 724

is already sufficient to preserve democratic standards for the EU. Accordingly, sovereignty 

must be preserved in every way for the Member States. The decisions of the EU must be sub-

ject to constant control by the Member States.  

In contrast, the supranationalists consider that the Member States or the national parliaments, 

have transferred extensive sovereign powers and competencies to the EU with their accession. 

The supranationalists place the principle of popular sovereignty at the centre of the European 
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concept of legitimacy  and demand its transfer to the EU.  European law now has primary 725 726

validity in the hierarchy of norms of the Member States. By creating nation-state elements, 

such as a citizenship of the Union, a Union flag and anthem, and a definable Union territory, 

the EU fulfills the requirements for the existence of a state.  Thus, the EU has special sover727 -

eignty, which must be secured by a comprehensive legitimation by the citizens of the Union. 

However, the constitutionalisation theory of some supranationalists referencing to decisions 

of the CJEU from the 1960s is not appropriate. Since then, the EU has developed significant-

ly, created new institutions and gained many new members. 

These democratic claims to legitimacy are not met by the control and decision-making power 

of the European Council, however, as this is merely an association of the Member States of 

the EU, which is problematic in two aspects. Firstly, the Member States are represented in the 

European Council by their heads of state and government. Yet, this is the executive branch of 

the Member States, which in parliamentary democracies is elected by the national parliaments 

based on a national agenda to execute existing laws. On the other hand, all Member States 

have only one vote in the decision-making process in the European Council, regardless of 

their size. As a result, when votes have to be taken unanimously, a Member State can block 

them by refusing to vote. Thus, the European Council is not sufficient to set the relevant deci-

sions and the agenda for the EU. In addition, it should be noted that the national parliaments 

decided to join the EU, and therefore significant decisions concerning the EU must be taken 

by the national parliaments or at least by institutions legitimised by the European citizens for 

this purpose. 

For this reason, the institution evolved from the original Joint Assembly into the European 

Parliament, which has been elected since 1979 to represent European citizens in legislation 

and other voters and elections is essential. However, more than forty years after the first Eu-

ropean elections, crucial deficits concerning the European Parliament are discernible. For one 

thing, the procedure of the European election has not changed. Although the European treaties 

call for an independent European electoral law, the European election is still conducted 
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through the national electoral laws of the Member States. On the other hand, the principle of 

degressive proportionality persists in the European Parliament. The success value equality of 

the electoral votes in the number of their representatives in the European Parliament deviates 

from each other. The result is to the detriment of countries with large populations and the ad-

vantage of countries with small populations.  

Transnational lists would remedy this since, in such a case, legitimacy would depend directly 

on the electoral votes and not on the number of parliamentarians concerning the respective 

population size of their national states. That would also solve the problem of the lobby of na-

tional parties in the European Parliament. For that reason, according to Shackleton, people’s 

attitudes towards important decisions are developed from a national rather than a European 

perspective.  MEPs would no longer find themselves in a dilemma: representing the inte728 -

rests of national parties, European party families and voters. Therefore, to form transnational 

lists, independent European parties would have to be established, or the existing ones would 

have to be expanded to have an autonomous European agenda and be able to accept members 

and from these members nominate MEPs whom voters could elect. Due to these inconsisten-

cies, a significant democratic deficit of the EU is apparent, which is particularly evident in the 

European Parliament.  

As already described, the European Commission occupies a key position in this institutional 

structure among the institutions that function in a representative manner, concentrating on the 

Commission President.  However, the Spitzenkandidaten principle in the election of the 729

Commission President cannot compensate for the presented democratic deficits of the EU. 

The Spitzenkandidaten principle was a rather media-effective advertising measure for the Eu-

ropean election. Through this, the voters’ interest in the election could have been won by sup-

posedly involving them in the upcoming personnel decision. That can be seen in the fact that 

nothing has changed for the voters after establishing the Spitzenkandidaten principle. They 

continue to have only one vote, as this should now be used for two different decisions despite 

the deficit in the value of success. Ultimately, the democratic deficit becomes particularly cle-

ar in that, in the end, it was the Parliament that did not enforce the Spitzenkandidaten prin-

ciple despite the legitimacy of their voters in this regard and gave in to the European Council.   
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§ 5.0 Closing 

The introduction of the Spitzenkandidaten principle in the 2014 European elections and its 

renewed invocation in 2019 attracted much political and media attention. With its suspension 

after the 2019 European election this dissertation aimed to analyse and conclude the legal and 

political impacts of the application and absence of the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement.   

The innovation is due to an increasing number of European political problems that peaked in 

the late 2000s. These developments resulted in a growing alienation of EU citizens based on 

dissatisfaction, which crystallised out of the historically low voter turnout in the 2009 Eu-

ropean elections. One reason for this estrangement is also seen in the remoteness of European 

policy issues from the European population. As the mouthpiece of the people, parties must, by 

definition, be anchored in the centre of society and influence the formation of political will. 

As far as the European parties are concerned, however, they are passive and therefore have 

little presence in the everyday lives of citizens, so a concrete engagement with European con-

tent seems remote. Another problem is that the European Commission, which has both legis-

lative and executive functions and plays a decisive role in shaping the direction of the EU’s 

development, is not directly elected by the European people, and its election by the European 

Parliament was only legally established by the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009. 

In addition, the European Council, which is responsible for the nomination of the future 

Commission President, has not yet determined a binding scheme for their internal appoint-

ment. By adapting the European Treaties through the Lisbon Treaty (Art. 17 (7) TEU), the 

European Council should consider the results of the European elections in the nomination 

process already. The aim of the innovation was for the European Commission to reflect par-

liamentary majorities to be more democratic.   

The competencies of the European Commission and its Presidency were outlined to under-

stand the idea of a more concrete political legitimisation of the Commission Presidency based 

on the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement. The European Commission is a supranational institu-

tion that is unparalleled in its tasks and influence in the EU and nation-states. As a legislative 

and executive institution, it is involved equally in shaping and implementing the EU agenda, 

which is primarily set by the Member States in the European Council. However, through its 

monopoly on initiatives, the European Commission can exert considerable influence on it. 

Thus, the European Commission has an overall administrative and leading role in an EU wi-

thout a clear separation of powers. Its supranational character is underlined by the fact that it 
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acts as an institution entirely independent of Member States and, being exclusively responsi-

ble to the supranational European Parliament according to Art. 17 (8) TEU. However, there 

are complementary entanglements among the EU institutions, which make the independence 

of the European Commission necessary. These entanglements include the election of the 

Commission, the size of the budget available to the Commission and, finally, the EU agenda.  

Within this institution, the President of the Commission has the power to issue directives and 

shape the internal actions of the Commission, the EU and the external representation of the 

EU. The Commission Presidency has a uniquely central position through direct and indirect 

influence and participation in all four areas of decision-making in the EU, the Commission, 

the European Council, the Council and the European Parliament. In contrast, the presidencies 

of the other three institutions are limited only to the institutions’ own areas of responsibility. 

Thus one of the questions to be analysed was, whether the Commission Presidency requires 

stronger legitimisation by the European people similar to the election of a government and 

whether the principle of the Spitzenkandidat would meet such a requirement and already is 

legally safeguarded according to existing EU law.  

Recognising the mentioned problems but circumventing bureaucratic obstacles such as legis-

lative changes at both the European and national level, the Spitzenkandidaten principle was 

developed. In the period leading up to the 2014 European elections, the then Commission 

President Barroso and subsequently the European Parliament included it as a substantive im-

pact of the European elections. Through the Spitzenkandidaten principle, the voter should get 

to know the potential Commission President and consider their party in their election decisi-

on. For this purpose, the European party families were to present candidates who would re-

present them in the election campaign and who would be their presidential candidate after the 

election. Through this, the Spitzenkandidat as the face of a European party family for the Eu-

ropean election should bring with it a focus on European issues.  

The European election was initiated in 1979 to give the European Parliament and its represen-

tatives a democratic mandate that would justify an expansion of competencies. Consequently, 

the Spitzenkandidaten principle was expected to strengthen the influence of the European Par-

liament on the European Commission, as this would bypass the European Council in its legal-

ly regulated nomination competence. It has been expected that the Spitzenkandidaten arran-

gement could have a refreshing effect on the European people, focusing the attention of the 

European population on European transnational relations. 
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And yet, after the 2014 European elections, there was no significant increase in voter turnout. 

It was particularly worrying that over half of the EU’s electorate did not vote for the fourth 

consecutive year. Nevertheless, the winning party families stuck to the Spitzenkandidaten 

scheme, citing that the voter turnout had increased in countries where the leading candidates 

were well known. However, the European Council was opposed to implementing the Spitzen-

kandidaten idea after the European elections, referring to the legal basis and the sub-institu-

tional cooperation with the European Parliament. In addition, the European Council argued 

that the Commission, as successor to the High Authority, should not become political and 

does not stand in comparison to national governments. However, they then recalled their an-

nouncements and joined the European Parliament in nominating Juncker as Commission Pre-

sident. Although this principle was supposed to be carried over for future elections by the Eu-

ropean Parliament and the European Commission, no impetus was subsequently given to a 

legal amendment of Art. 17 (7) TEU.  

The nomination of a Commission President after the 2019 European elections was a different 

matter. In the meantime, the leading candidates had become better known among the Eu-

ropean people, which led, among other things, to the first increase in voter turnout after fifty 

years since the establishment of the European elections. The European Council, which, in the 

meantime, had been reconstituted and feared that the renewed application of the Spitzenkan-

didaten principle would be de facto binding for future elections, broke away from the com-

mitment to the original candidate from the leading party family, Weber, early on in the nomi-

nation process. However, this is highly questionable, given the promises made to the electora-

te, particularly to battle the criticised lack of transparency in EU institutions and the signifi-

cant responsibilities of the Commission Presidency, which were supposed to be combated 

with the introduction of the Spitzenkandidaten principle.  

The wording of the existing legal regulation for the election of the Commission President, Ar-

ticle 17 (7) TEU, does not mention the Spitzenkandidaten principle. Instead, it contains ele-

ments in need of interpretation. In order to understand these concepts and the norm as a who-

le, an analysis of the historical development of the EU and its institutions was undertaken 

with a particular focus on the European Commission and its presidency. 

The predecessor of the EU, the ECSC, was founded in 1951 by six states as a consequence of 

peace alliances for Europe that had been under consideration for centuries after two destruc-

tive world wars and a world economic crisis. It was already clear from the preamble that the 
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association was future-oriented by creating the prospect of bringing the peoples of Europe 

closer together. For founding this international organisation, a supranational, central instituti-

on called the High Authority was established accordingly, being entrusted with implementing 

the ECSC Treaty.  This central character of the High Authority was maintained when the 730

Treaties of Rome were concluded. Back then, the President of the High Authority was elected 

exclusively by the members of the High Authority. The history of the origins of the European 

Commission’s predecessor shows that it was precisely not intended to be staffed with acting 

state politicians and thus intended to be independent of a national perspective and answerable 

only to the Joint Assembly.  

The period of the 1960s can be described as a consolidation phase in which the laws and insti-

tutions brought into being were able to prove their functionality. To this end, the Merger Trea-

ty of 1965 brought together all the existing treaties. With its conclusion, the European Com-

munities were established. However, this period was also accompanied by ambitions for a 

stronger parliamentarisation of the European Communities. From the point of view of the 

Joint Assembly, it should have been renamed the European Parliament. Furthermore, the Eu-

ropean Parliament was supposed to have its independent budget. To establish a sufficient 

chain of legitimacy between the European people and the Joint Assembly, the latter decided in 

1960 to present a draft for European elections. This call for the stronger legitimisation of the 

European Communities through greater parliamentarisation also affected the European Com-

mission, in that, according to the Furler and Faure Report, the European Parliament was now 

to elect the Commission. However, these development ambitions met with resistance, espe-

cially from France. These disagreements escalated based on the CAP. The concerns were 

about the amount of sovereignty conferred on the European Communities. Moreover, it was 

questionable to whom the Commission should be answerable. After a seven-month blockade 

by France, it was decided, to restore the Council of Ministers’ ability to function, that each 

Member State would have a right of veto when individual interests were problematically af-

fected. In the more than fifty years that have passed since then, and 21 Member States having 

been incorporated into the European Communities, or the present EU, this de facto right of 

veto has not been further specified and continues to exist in a wide range of topics, severely 

limiting the functioning of the EU Council. 

The 1970s brought decisive innovations to the European Communities. Budgetary rights were 

 Hofmann, Europa von A bis Z 2020, 391.730
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now transferred to the European Parliament, and an independent European budget was crea-

ted. Furthermore, the way was paved for a joint European policy with a particular focus on 

foreign policy. The now nine Member States founded the European Council without a legal 

foundation and based only on the agreement of its founding states. As a result, the European 

Council now saw itself as the central and guiding decision-maker for the EU. At the same 

time, it was the opportunity for the Member States to continue to have control over the deve-

lopments of the European Communities. On the other hand, the European Parliament, in par-

ticular, continued to complain about a democratic deficit leading to the European elections 

and the Council involving it more in its legislative work to avoid a blockade by the European 

Parliament.  

The period after the first European elections illustrates the immense developments of the Eu-

ropean Parliament without an official adaption of the treaty documents. On the one hand, this 

confirms that agreements reached are de facto enforced by the institutions. On the other hand, 

it must be taken into account that the increased rights of the Parliament were not written down 

to avoid a resulting legally binding effect. Although the European Council was named for the 

first time in the SEA, its functions and rights were not specified. An attempt by the European 

Council to circumvent the influence of the European Parliament was rejected by the CJEU 

Isoglucose ruling. It enforced the balance of power among the institutions of the European 

Communities. Through the election of independent members of the European Parliament by 

the European people, it developed into another supranational institution of the European 

Communities. This transformation enabled the European Parliament to assert its interests de 

facto more effectively since any infringement by other institutions would have resulted in an 

impairment of democratic principles. In particular, the influence of the Parliament on the 

Commission was also welcomed by the latter. It enabled it to free itself from unilateral requi-

rements of the European Council and thus to act in a forward-looking manner in the sense of 

the European Treaties.  

The 1990s, which saw the establishment of the EU and the creation of new treaties, had a 

fundamental impact on the inter-institutional dependencies of EU institutions. In particular, 

this also sealed the previous future orientation of the predecessor organisations. It particularly 

emerges form the fact that the newly listed European Council was authorised to take necessa-

ry measures for the development, unity, consistency and effectiveness, and therefore conver-

sely not for regression or stagnation, of the EU. In this sense, the Treaty of Amsterdam was 
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intended to be a correction to the Treaty of Maastricht to bring the EU closer to its citizens by 

making it more democratic and efficient. The greater democratisation was particularly reali-

sed through the more regulated influence of the European Parliament on the election of the 

European Commission and its President. The adjustment was made by giving the European 

Parliament the right to veto the candidate presented by the European Council and, secondly, 

by aligning the legislative period of the European Commission with that of the European Par-

liament. This empowerment allowed the European Parliament to incorporate the results of the 

European elections into the Commission President’s election and link this to the formation of 

a joint, inter-institutional agenda. 

The introduction of the qualified majority principle by the Treaty of Nice restored the functio-

nality of the European Council in many areas. Nevertheless, according to the Laeken Declara-

tion, an active representation of the European peoples should happen when creating the Eu-

ropean Constitution, in particular through the participation of the European Parliament in the 

IGC. Despite the failure of the European Constitution, it was now possible for the European 

Parliament to assert more influence on the other institutions in the direction of active electoral 

rights concerning the Commission and its President. This right of the European Parliament to 

vote, found its way into Article 17 (7) TEU through the Treaty reform of Lisbon. Despite in-

troducing a permanent Council President, the Commission President remains the central figu-

re in the EU’s institutional network due to his entanglements. Therefore, in the sense of a fu-

ture-oriented EU, it would not have been out of the question to use the Spitzenkandidaten 

principle for a closer link between the European elections and the election of the Commission 

President without an official treaty reform. 

Another question, though, is whether the Spitzenkandidaten principle is a useful instrument in 

compensating for a possibly existing democratic deficit of the EU. Under the meaning of de-

mocracy as sovereignty of the people, it was necessary to conclude the requirements towards 

democratic elements of the EU as the sui generis organisation, which it is. It has to be noted 

that the intergovernmental approach, concluding that a democratic deficit is non-existent or 

democratically unjustified, is not convincing. Concerning the sufficient democratic existence 

of the Member States, the intergovernmental theory fails to realise that the Member States 

have only concluded the European Treaties. A possible democratic legitimacy of the treaties 

does not automatically guarantee the democratic legitimacy of their implementation by the 

European institutions. If this was not taken into account, democratic legitimisation through 
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the European elections would also be superfluous. The heads of state and government of the 

Member States are elected in national elections based on a national agenda, and thus Eu-

ropean issues are at least not primarily up for debate, particularly not on a professional-level. 

Therefore, it seems unfounded to transfer the democratic legitimacy of a nationally elected 

executive to the European level. In addition, the majorities in the European Council are con-

stantly changing due to the staggering national elections, which makes it difficult for the Eu-

ropean Council to develop a long-term vision for the EU, as it acts more as a crisis manager. 

In the European context, an independent legal system has developed, and its court is in a posi-

tion to put European interests and ideals before those of the Member States and enforce com-

pliance with them. Moreover, the Commission has developed as a powerful European institu-

tion, being represented in all areas of the EU. Due to its competencies, it is able to elaborate a 

substantive vision for the future of the EU through majorities in the Parliament. These argu-

ments suggest that the EU has developed autonomy over time, which has allowed it to grow 

into a supranational organisation. The feedback on the legitimacy of its institutions to demo-

cratic elements of the Member States is therefore insufficient. Therefore, the possibility of 

democratic deficits exists if the legitimacy chain to the European population is insufficiently 

legitimised. 

In particular, the principle of double legitimacy, consisting of the majority principle for a large 

part of the Council’s decisions and the European elections, is also unsatisfactory. Initially, Eu-

ropean elections were installed in response to pressure from the European Parliament and the 

democratic deficit identified in the Vedel Report of 1972 and the Tindemans Report of 1976 

to compensate for the democratic gap created by the majority principle in the European Coun-

cil. For in this way, measures can be enforced by the European Council even if a Member Sta-

te and its citizens are not prepared to do so. However, it should be borne in mind that the op-

posite de facto power of a Member State in the European Council would also lead to severe 

losses of democracy since, in this case a member of the Council would have the possibility of 

thwarting the progress of the Union as a whole, as happened in the ‘empty chair crisis’. Flaw-

less democratic legitimacy of the European Council could, thus, only be guaranteed with un-

animous decisions. For this reason, the elections to the European Parliament are the central 

instrument for guaranteeing democratic legitimacy, which makes the connection established 

by Article 17 (7) TEU between the European elections and the election of the Commission 

Presidency comprehensible. Furthermore, this shows that even greater participation of the Eu-
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ropean Parliament in central and future-shaping decisions are necessary. 

In 1997, the necessity of a uniform European electoral law was legally standardised. Since 

this has not yet been implemented, the European elections are de facto national elections in-

fluencing the composition of the European Parliament according to the shares of the individu-

al Member States. MEPs are, therefore, primarily national representatives so that European 

issues are commonly linked to their respective national context. The European elections are 

the only opportunity for the European population to hold the European Parliament accounta-

ble for representing the entire EU.  

However, this is also problematic as the European Parliament in its current form does not 

meet democratic principles even in several areas of the Parliament’s structure. Although seats 

are allocated on the basis of the European party families, it is not absolutely definite before 

the European elections which national parties will come together in the European party fami-

lies afterwards.  Furthermore, the representation of the European population in the European 731

Parliament takes place based on the principle of degressive proportionality, according to 

which the citizens of Member States with fewer inhabitants are more strongly represented 

than countries with larger populations. Ultimately, MEPs are in a relevant relationship of de-

pendency on their national parties, as these national parties are the members of European par-

ty families and it is them who nominate the candidates for election. As a result, there is a dan-

ger that European representatives are caught between national and European interests. Taking 

into account that the Spitzenkandidaten principle was developed to solve the democratic defi-

cit of the EU in the election of the Commission Presidency, it can be seen that this procedure 

would circumvent the existing democratic gap of the European Parliament. Instead, the ap-

proach required is developing a uniform European electoral law with the simultaneous deve-

lopment of independent European parties whose members stand for election on exclusively 

European issues, detached from their nationality.  In this way, the European party families 732

would become independent from national parties. Furthermore, the problem of degressive 

proportionality would not exist, as MEPs would now represent all EU citizens equally. 

An important question for determining the choice of the Commission Presidency is to whom 

 Freezing relationships of the PES with the Romanian ruling Social-democratic party PSD: https://731
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the Commission as a whole is beholden. Its independence is secured by Article 17 (3) TEU 

with the addition that it is only obligated to the European Parliament. The Spitzenkandidaten 

principle meant that the personalisation of the election had a positive effect, even if only 

slightly, on the European elections. However, it has been shown that this principle does not 

have the legal or ideological strength to bring about a stronger democratic legitimacy of the 

European Commission, which has an impact on the EU as a whole. The Spitzenkandidaten 

idea was not adhered to after the 2019 elections and despite the agenda of the current Com-

mission President von der Leyen to further elaborate the principle and revive it for the 2024 

European elections, no substantial added value of this principle can be seen. Despite its adop-

ted implementation, the listed problems that lead to the democratic deficits of the EU are not 

solved. What is needed instead, is the short-term elaboration of transnational lists, the intro-

duction of an Europe-wide electoral law and the abolition of the representation of MEPs ac-

cording to the size of their Member States. For doing justice to the prominent position of the 

Commission President, there is a need for the direct election of the Commission Presidency 

by the European people on the basis of an exclusively European agenda. Although this would 

lead to a political statement by the candidates, while the independence of the Commission 

from party-political guidelines would still have to be guaranteed.  

Nevertheless, the disregard of the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement after the 2019 European 

elections leaves a bitter taste in terms of transparency and trust towards the EU and its institu-

tions. In a democratic system, there is a need for a legal possibility of control in such cases 

with regard to decisions of the organs, insofar as a power of plaintiff exists. In the absence of 

violated rights, it is not evident that the respective leading candidate who has been passed 

over has a right of action, since their nomination as leading candidate does not confer on them 

any binding and additional rights vis-à-vis other MEPs. In contrast, an action for annulment 

by the European electorate against the European Parliament appears to be appropriate, which 

follows from the fact that the latter declared itself committed to the principle of the leading 

candidate before the election and, by disregarding this very principle after the election, viola-

ted, among other things, the electoral law principle under the immediacy of the election.  

Overall, this work shows that the EU is still in a state of a conglomerate of fundamentally dif-

ferent interests, which becomes obvious through the escalation in attempts to solve problems, 

as concerning the Spitzenkandidaten arrangement. It is true that the treaties have formally es-

tablished the institutions of the Community and their competences. However, it is important 
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to note the complexity of the governance network, whereby numerous institutions at all levels 

work together to find solutions.  This results in unstable compromises and balances that can 733

easily be shaken. This results in a proliferation of institutional problems due to this opposing 

dynamic. This has a particularly, democratically, highly questionable effect, to the detriment 

of the European population. The existing democratic deficits, which are not being solved due 

to these opposing dynamics, lead to increased intransparency and lack of understanding and 

consequently to an increased alienation of the European population from the EU, which can 

already be seen in the worrying voter turnout. More than ten years after the Lisbon Treaty 

came into force, the role of the European Council as crisis manager and the adoption of non-

transparent decisions is no longer appropriate, as reality does not hold out the prospect of an 

end to crises. Moreover it must be regarded, that the EU is currently neither a state nor an in-

ternational organisation but something in between and therefore requires an individual con-

cept, whose duality is represented by the current legal structure and institutional framework in 

general.  This necessitates a binding perspective for the EU that makes the EU as a whole 734

permanently functional and fully exploits its potential within the framework of the transferred 

competencies without being in a state of mutual blockades time after time, which the Spitzen-

kandidaten procedure in its current design does not provide for. Only through the recognition 

of the EU as a supranational community with limited competencies can the European Com-

mission Presidency fully assume its unique and independent role, which is then rounded off 

with its direct election. 
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