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1. Introduction

What a  change! For centuries Europe was the powerhouse of 
undemocratic practices and authoritarian rule worldwide. The bigger 
countries of the continent competed in waging war against one 
another and trying to colonize as many societies as possible around 
the globe by force. In just half a century, however, Europe has become 
an avantgardist in democratization. And as recently as 1989, millions 
of citizens built new and strong foundations for people power by 
proclaiming: “We are the people”.

The fall of the Berlin wall offered and offers Europe an enormous 
opportunity: for the very first time it seems to be possible for the 
limitations of the Westphalian state system to be overcome and for a 
start to be made on the development of democratic structures beyond 
nation-state borders. While the European integration process in the 
past (and in many cases still today) can be seen as a major causal 
factor in stabilizing and sustaining democracy, the integration process 
also offers a natural and well-established framework for the future 
development of people power – by  adapting modern representative 
democracy to an increasingly globalized world order. 

The ongoing first attempt to replace the (international) Treaties of the 
European Union with a  proper (democratic) Constitution must be 
assessed within this historic and global context. Its very starting point 
can be dated back to the early days of this century: within the space 
of a few days, Europe (and especially its leaders) had to learn that the 
old way of treaty-making behind closed doors had come to an end. The 
ones handing out the lesson were, already at this point of history, the 
Irish - the only citizens in Europe entitled to vote on the Nice Treaty. 
On June 6, 2001, they voted “no”. This blocked the Treaty, which was 
a compromise to allow the EU to adapt institutionally to enlargement. 
A few days after the Irish referendum, rioters in the Swedish city of 
Gothenburg transformed the EU summit venue into a  stage for 
violence and police repression.

This propelled the need for reform and convinced the EU heads of 
state and government to agree – six months later at the summit in 
Laeken -  on a  new method for establishing European treaties by 
setting up a  convention “on the future of Europe”.  Thanks to its 
composition - a majority of the 105-member assembly were elected 
rather than appointed officials - the  EU Convention developed a 
significant democratic dynamism and produced innovative proposals 
relating to greater transparency and participation, which the EU 
leaders could not openly oppose. 
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Instead of the envisaged simple new treaty, the EU heads of state and 
government signed - on October 29, 2004 in Rome - a “Treaty 
establishing a  Constitution for Europe”. The constitutional notion 
triggered both a challenging ratification process, with several popular 
votes, as well as an agreement on new principles and procedures to 
overcome the notorious “secondary democracy” (Schiller, 2005) of the 
European Union. 

In sharp contrast to earlier (and later) treaty ratification processes, it 
was this time not just a few countries (such as e.g. Denmark and 
Ireland) which announced their intention of holding a referendum vote 
on the CT. By the beginning of 2005, almost half of the member states 
- representing a majority of the 450 million EU citizens - had promised 
to put the CT to a popular vote1. However, after the “non” and “nee” 
majorities in the French and Dutch referendums, all the other popular 
votes were postponed and finally cancelled as it was decided to 
renegotiate the new “Basic Law” and  finally replace the term 
“Constitutional” with “Lisbon”, the place, where the Heads of State 
and Government signed the new Treaty on December 13, 2007.

While both the CT and the Lisbon Treaty contained an innovative 
chapter on the Political Life of Union, featuring among other elements, 
an agenda initiative right for one million European citizens2, both had 
the same problems, when it came to the referendum test: on June 13, 
2008, 53,2% of those Irish voters who turned out (53,13%) rejected 
the 28th Amendment of their national Constitution, which was the 
precondition for this member state to ratify the Lisbon Treaty. 
Therefore the EU agreed on  a summit meeting in Brussels on 
December 11-12, 2008 to offer Ireland a series of binding assurances, 
which shall be included in the next treaty revision to take place in 
2010-11 in connection with the acceptance of new members states 
like Croatia (and possibly also Iceland). 

Beyond this “surreal efforts being made to persuade the people of the 
Republic of Ireland to approve the Lisbon Treaty”3 the  European 
integration process does offer a framework and potential to overcome 
the limitations of indirect democracy and to open a perspective of 
“primary” democracy in Europe (Schiller, 2005), featuring 
mechanisms to focus on specific policy issues and to allow citizens to 
act as agenda-setters and – in the case of popular votes on 
substantive issues – as decision-makers. The historic novelty is that 

                                               
1 Spain (Feb 20, 2005), France (May 29, 2005), Netherlands (June 1, 2005), Luxembourg (July 10, 2005), 
Denmark, Poland, Ireland, UK, Portugal, Czech Republic
2 Art. 11.4. in the Lisbon Treaty reads: „ Not less than one million citizens who are nationals of a significant 
number of Member States may take the initiative of inviting the European Commission, within the framework of 
its powers, to submit any appropriate proposal on matters where citizens consider that a legal act of the Union is  
required for the purpose of implementing the Treaties. 
3 John Palmer, “Ireland, the Lisbon Treaty and the EU future”, Open Democracy New Analysis 
(www.opendemocracy.net), December 16, 2008
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the EU is trying to combine transnational with participative and even 
direct democracy.

In the following sections we will try to assess both theoretical and 
practical approaches to the cornerstones of modern representative 
democracy in the 21th century, the efforts and experiences made 
within the European Union until now and finally the possible next 
steps to be made in the upcoming years.   

2. Towards transnational and participative democracy

Only a  few years ago, neither participative/direct nor 
international/transnational democracy was the subject of 
comprehensive theoretical and empirical research. Traditionally, both 
fields had been marginalized by placing them in opposition to (in the 
case of participative/direct democracy) representative democracy and 
to (in the case of transnational democracy) theories restricted to 
nation-states. Tony McGrew (2006) explains that:

”…until comparatively recently, democratic theorists rarely ventured 
beyond the state since prevailing orthodoxy presumed a categorical 
distinction between the moral realm of the sovereign political community 
and the amoral realm of the anarchical society; (…) In effect, theorists of 
modern democracy tended to bracket the anarchical society whilst 
theorists of international relations tended to bracket democracy”4.

Researching for an early publication5 on the issue back in the first 
half of the 1990s (in the catalogue of the University of California at 
Berkeley), I was unable to find a single reference to ”transnational 
democracy” in the available research literature. However, this has 
changed considerably over the last ten years, during which time a 
growing number of scholars have dedicated their time and skills to 
generating theories of transnational democracy. These scholars 
include Gross (1996), Dahl (1999), Dryzek (1999). Held (2000), 
Patomäki (2000), Schiller & Mittendorf (2002), Fossum & Trenz (2006) 
and McGrew (2006).

The growing literature on democratic theory and practice beyond 
national borders mirrors a  genuine ”transnational turn”6 and 
articulates a  shift in understanding the democratic project. The 
situation is paradoxical indeed. On the one hand, more citizens than 
ever before are today enjoying some basic democratic conditions in 
their home countries7. On the other hand, the scope of these national 
democracies becomes ever more restricted as the issues dealt with at 

                                               
4 McGrew (2006). p2
5 Kaufmann et al.(1995), p.18
6 McGrew (2006), p3
7 Around 72% of the world population in 133 countries, according to the Freedom House 2008 assessment. 
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the inter- and transnational levels steadly increase. The national 
democracies have often become too small to find proper solutions for 
the economic, environmental, security and health problems. In late 
2008 the global financial crisis offered an  additional proof, that 
neither the global economic suystem as such nor nation-states on 
their own are capable to deal with the dynamics of economic, 
technological or political develoments worldwide. 

This is the reason, why international organizations like the UN, the 
IMF, the World Bank and the WTO - but also regional supranational
bodies such as the European Union, the African Union, ASEAN and 
NAFTA – have reached key governance positions. At the same time, 
the intensification of global interactions in the economic, political and 
societal fields profoundly challenges nation-state based democratic 
institutions. These transnational developments have effectively 
undermined the steering capacities of national polities. 

In many of today’s electoral processes, international aspects and 
influences are playing a growing role, but popular votes within nation-
states are still mainly fought and won on domestic agendas (Trenz, 
Vetters & Jentges, 2006). This is still true as well for European 
elections and popular votes on  substantive issues (referendums). 
However, transnational aspects of campaigned have gained 
momentum, as the most recent referendum vote in Ireland on the 
Lisbon Treaty have demonstrated. 

In an attempt to map the existing theories of transnational democracy, 
one  has to differentiate this approach from the still dominant 
internationalist perspective, under which sovereign states are the 
principal and moral foundations of world order. In underlining the 
normative necessity of a transnational approach, however, 
transnational democracy theoreticians instead share the belief that 
”under the conditions of contemporary globalization, transnational 
democracy is a necessary, desirable and politically feasible project: in 
other words, that democracy is to be valued over alternative systems 
of authoritative rule” (McGrew, 2006)8. 

As an illustration of the move from an internationalist towards a 
transnationalist perspective, the European integration process offers 
many practical examples. While the initial treaty structure placed the 
member states in pole-position as the sole “masters of the game”, the 
recent development towards a constitution structure has dramatically 
increased the legal and political role of the citizens. 

                                               
8 McGrew (2006), p9
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Within the transnationalist school, however, the literature offers at 
least four distinctive approaches towards a theory of transnational 
democracy:

1) The liberal-internationalist approach focuses on the rule of 
law beyond national borders and sees the anarchic system of 
competing states being replaced by structured and formalized 
ways of cooperation between states. Its “transnationalist” 
dimension is rather weak, democracy beyond the nation-state 
being understood as a “voluntary pluralism under conditions of 
maximum transparency” (Keohane, 1998). Many reform debates 
within international organizations like the UN, the IMF and the 
WTO are dominated by the liberal-internationalist approach, 
which seeks to transfer the foundations of liberal-pluralism 
within nation-states to the transnational level - including the 
rule of law, the implementation of civil rights, limited citizen
power and decision-making by unanimity.

2) In opposition to the liberal-internationalist perspective, a second  
approach towards transnational democracy has developed: the 
radical pluralist democratic one. It represents ”something of
a cocktail of elements of post-modernist, Marxist and republican 
theory”9 and includes a strong emphasis on equality, active 
citizenship and the promotion of public good. Radical pluralist 
democrats replace the somewhat procedural and technocratic 
approach of the liberal-internationalists by a moral agenda of 
emancipation. Instead of the old liberal elites, new actors such 
as the environmental or women’s movements are becoming 
protagonists at the transnational level.

3) In an attempt to bring the liberal-internationalist approach to 
the rule of law beyond nation-states in line with the “bottom-up” 
radical pluralist democratic perspective, scholars such as David 
Held (1995) and Tony McGrew (1999) have developed an 
account described as a cosmopolitan democratic approach. 
Here existing principles of liberal international order are 
combined with radical views on the need for a ”new 
constitutional settlement in which democratic principles are 
firmly entrenched” (Held, 1995). The agenda of ”cosmopolitan
democracy” includes the need for democratization both within
existing polities and between them and envisages the 
development of “a political order of democratic associations: 
cities and nations as well as regions and global networks”10.

4) A fourth perspective on transnational democracy deals mainly 
with the deliberative democratic dimensions. Instead of trying 

                                               
9 Hutchings (1999), p 166f
10 Held (1995), p. 234
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to reform or democratize existing forms of transnational 
governance, the proponents of this perspective understand
transnational democracy as an expression of deliberative 
processes around the globe, bringing in a strong and decisive 
role for a transnational civil society: “The essence of democratic 
legitimacy is to be found not in voting or representation…but 
rather in deliberation”, stresses J.S. Dryzek (1999). All those 
affected by decisions of a public authority, regardless of national 
borders, must have the right to have a say. They become 
stakeholders of a certain issue. 

As this short overview has shown, the different approaches towards 
a  theory of transnational democracy define themselves in 
opposition both to the traditional internationalist-realist approach 
as well as (to some extent) to each other. All four schools promote
in a  way an idealist vision for global governance: the liberal-
internationalists envisage a world order “under the rule of law”, the 
radical pluralist democrats hope to  realize a  “progressive global 
agenda”, the cosmopolitan democrats outline “overlapping and 
autonomous centres of power” firmly based on democratic 
principles, while the deliberative democrats believe less in 
institutions than in the structures of public communication.

Table 1: Models of Transnational Democracy

Type of Model Approach Main Actors Example

Liberal-
internationalist

Institutional-
technocratic

Official 
institutions

UN, IMF Reform

ICC

Radical-pluralist Non-
institutional 
activist

New social 
movements

World Social 
Forum

Cosmopolitan Institutional-
technocratic

World regions 
and cross-
border 
cooperations

African Union, 
Asean, NAFTA

Deliberative Non-
institutional 
activist

Civil society Global debate 
on Mohammed 
cartoons

While all the above-mentioned theories obviously take in some of 
the ongoing global dynamics, they fail to offer a  comprehensive 
toolkit for assessing the development of democracy at the 
transnational level, as they underestimate the growing importance 
of modern direct democracy. Here we have a missing link between 
the institutional-technocratic approaches (as in the liberal-
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internationalist and cosmopolitan perspectives) and  th e  non-
institutional activist approaches (radical pluralist and deliberative). 
A theory of transnational democracy in the making must include 
an account of the functions and effects of participatory or even 
direct democratic mechanisms, less so for normative than for 
empirical reasons. And clearly, the european integration process 
has become the world’s first and major testing ground for the 
development of a  modern representative democracy beyond 
national borders. 

3. Europe – going transnational and participative at the same 
time

The European case offers the evidence that democracy has not only 
taken a  “transnational turn”, but also a  “participative turn”. 
Elements of participatory and direct democracy – as a complement 
to elections – are playing an increasingly important role in involving 
citizens in the political process. During the last 15 years, almost all 
the states of Europe have introduced direct-democratic procedures 
at the local, regional or national level. In Latin America, 13 out of 
15 countries have introduced instruments of direct democracy, and 
across Africa and Asia the tools of citizen-lawmaking have been 
introduced and used in a growing number of countries. 

These developments in modern democracy have not gone unnoticed 
in the academic world. Research and documentation centres on 
direct democracy have been created at numerous universities, and 
such international organisations as the Council of Europe and the 
Stockholm-based International Institute for Democracy and 
Electoral Assistance (IDEA) have developed international 
recommendations for the free and fair use of direct democratic 
mechanisms. The increasing academic attention being given to the 
theory, procedures and practice of direct democracy is producing 
important findings both on its achievements and potential – but 
also on its limitations and problems.

Regarding modern direct democracy we can differentiate four 
different types of mechanisms: 

1) initiatives (agenda-setting)
2) referendums (veto power)
3) authority controlled popular votes (Plebiscites)
4) other mechanisms (as, e.g., deliberative polls)

All four types of participatory/direct processes deal with 
substantive issues (in contrast to elections or recalls, which are 
about persons). However only 
1), 2), 3) include the fact that citizens in the end can vote on a 
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substantive issue. Additionally there is a certain mechanism, called 
“agenda initiative”, which limits the initiators role to put an issue 
on the political agenda of an authority (as eg in the case of the 
European Citizen Initiative, Lisbon Treaty Art. 11.4)

A second dimension of analysis does offer the understanding, that 
only  the initiatives and referendum mechanisms are about the 
formal and practical opportunities for minorities (predominantly a 
certain number or percentage of the citizens) to put an issue on the 
agenda of an authority (agenda initiative) the whole electorate for a 
popular vote or to “refer” an authority decision “back” to a popular 
vote (referendum). The other tow types, 3) and 4), authority 
controlled popular votes and other participatory mechanisms, are 
instead initiated by a ruling majority within a eligible authority (a 
parliament, a  government or as in the case of the EU, the 
commission). It is important to understand that also this fact does 
influence the characteristics of a participatory process heavily. 

In the context of the European integration process, all types of 
direct and participatory democratic processes have become a key 
concept of development, featuring everything from farreaching 
mandatory popular votes like in Ireland to limited consultation 
processes initiated by the EU Commission. 

According to Dan O’Brien and Daniel Keohane, popular votes on 
substantive issues “inject a dose of human drama into the 
technocratic  machinery and arid theory of EU integration” and 
“generate understanding and encourage participation by focusing 
attention on the EU and its workings”. “This should be welcomed”, 
conclude the two London-based political analysts, as such popular 
votes “on the EU are a way of putting the Union and what it does at 
political centre-stage”.11

In fact, no  other issue has triggered as many popular votes 
worldwide as the European integration issue. Between April 1972, 
the date when the French voted in favour of enlargement, and 
February 2009, 50 referendums in 27 countries were conducted on 
either accession (34), new treaties (15) or constitutional matters 
(1).12 A closer look at these referendums - of which 37 have taken 
place since 1992 alone -  shows that in 36 cases the voters took a 
pro-integration stance and the average turnout was fairly stable 

                                               
11 Dan O’Brian and Daniel Keohane, “Why Europe needs referendums” in Transnational democracy in the 
making, IRI Europe, 2003
12 Bruno Kaufmann, Georg Kreis, Andreas Gross (2005), p. 25 ff. A special referendum took place in Italy on 18 
June 1989. Triggered by a popular initiative of 114,000 Italian citizens, a popular vote was held on the “beginning 
of a EU constitution-making process by the European Parliament”. With a remarkable turnout of more than 80%, 
almost 90% of the voters supported the proposal, which gave the Italian government a strong mandate to work for 
a replacement of the treaties by a constitution. See also Roland Erne, Andreas Gross, Heinz Kleger and Bruno 
Kaufmann (1995).
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(around 67%). Unlike accession decisions by individual states, 
treaty referendums had profound impacts on the European Union 
at large. Most renowned are the French ‘non’ and the Dutch ‘nee’ to 
the EU constitutional treaty, as well as the earlier rejections in 
Denmark (the Maastricht Treaty) and Ireland (Nice Treaty). 

Table 2: 50 Popular Votes on Europe in Europe

Country Voting Day Issue Yes-
share

Turnout

1 France 23.4.1972 Enlargement 68.28% 60.27%

2 Ireland 10.5.1972 Accession 83.1% 70.88%

3 Norway 26.9.1972 Accession 46.5% 79.2&

4 Denmark 2.10.1972 Accession 63.29% 90.4%

5 Switzerland 3.12.1972 Free Trade Agreement 72.5% 52%

6 Britain 5.6.1975 Conf. of Membership 67.23% 64.03%

7 Greenland 23.2.1982 Conf. of Membership 45.96% 74.91%

8 Denmark 27.2.1986 Common market 56.24% 75.39%

9 Ireland 26.5.1987 Common market 69.92% 44.09%

10 Italy 18.6.1989 Prep. for EU-Const. 88.06% 85.4%

11 Denmark 2.6.1992 Maastricht Treaty 47.93% 83.1%

12 Ireland 18.6.1992 Maastricht Treaty 68.7% 57.31%

13 France 20.9.1992 Maastricht Treaty 51.05% 69.69%

14 Switzerland 6.12.1992 EEA Accession 49.7% 78%

15 Liechtenstein 12.12.1992 EEA Accession 55.81% 87%

16 Denmark 18.5.1993 Maastricht Treaty 56.77% 85.5%

17 Austria 12.6.1994 Accession 66.58% 82.35%

18 Finland 16.10.1994 Accession 56.88% 70.4%

19 Sweden 13.11.1994 Accession 52.74% 83.32%

20 Åland Islands 20.11.1994 Accession 73.64% 49.1%

21 Norway 28.11.1994 Accession 47.8% 89%

22 Liechtenstein 9.4.1995 EEC 55.88% 82.05%

23 Switzerland 8.6.1997 Accession procedures 25.9% 35%

24 Ireland 22.5.1998 Treaty of Amsterdam 61.74% 56.26%

25 Denmark 28.5.1998 Treaty of Amsterdam 55.1% 76.24%

26 Switzerland 21.5.2000 Bilateral Treaties 67.2% 48%

27 Denmark 28.9.2000 Euro membership 46.87% 87.2%

28 Switzerland 4.3.2001 Accession procedures 23.2% 55%

29 Ireland 7.6.2001 Nice Treaty 46.13% 34.79%

30 Ireland 19.10.2002 Nice Treaty 62.89% 48.45%

31 Malta 8.3.2003 Accession 53.6% 91.0%
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32 Slovenia 23.3.2003 Accession 89.6% 60.3%

33 Hungary 12.4.2003 Accession 83.8% 45.6%

34 Lithuania 11.5.2003 Accession 91.1% 63.4%

35 Slovakia 17.5.2003 Accession 92.5% 52.2%

36 Poland 8.6.2003 Accession 77.5% 58.9%

37 Czech Republic 14.6.2003 Accession 77.3% 55.2%

38 Estonia 14.9.2003 Accession 66.8% 64%

39 Sweden 14.9.2003 Euro membership 42% 82.6%

40 Latvia 20.9.2003 Accession 67% 72.5%

41 Romania 19.10.2003 Prep. for EU accession 89.6% 55.2%

42 Spain 20.02.2005 Constitutional Treaty 76.73% 42.32%

43 France 29.05.2005 Constitutional Treaty 45.32% 69.34%

44 Netherlands 01.06.2005 Constitutional Treaty 38.4% 62%

45 Switzerland 05.06.2005 Schengen membership 54.6% 56.63%

46 Luxembourg 10.07.2005 Constitutional Treaty 56.52% 90.44%

47 Switzerland 25.09.2005 Free Movement Enl. 56% 54.51%

48 Switzerland 26.11.2006 Cohesion Contribution 53,4% 45%

49 Ireland 12.06.2008 Lisbon Treaty 46,6% 45%

50 Switzerland 08.02.2009 Free Movement Enl. NN NN

Extensive studies undertaken by academics such as Hug, Benz and  
Stutzer offer interesting analyses. First, European policies are in 
greater harmony with the wishes of the citizens in countries where 
popular votes on Europe are often held (Ireland and Denmark) than 
in countries without such instruments. Second, referendums about 
Europe contribute over the longer term to increased support for the 
integration process as such. 

Another huge research project conducted b y  the European 
University Institute in Florence furnished the evidence that popular
votes on Europe in Europe predominantly deal with the subject 
matter in hand: “Direct democracy has fostered a high degree of 
politicisation of integration” and “direct democracy is, in 
comparison with EP elections, a better method for allowing citizens 
both to participate in the political construction of Europe and hold 
their elites accountable for the integration process”13.

                                               
13 www.dd-la.ch/download/Glencross_Trechsel.pdf
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More problematic aspects of popular votes on EU issues have been 
linked to the conduct of the referendum process. In several 
countries, special majority requirements are linked to a referendum 
vote, such as a 50% turnout quorum (Poland) or a 50% approval 
quorum (Lithuania). However, such requirements invite boycott 
strategies and have negative impacts on the democratic process. 
Additionally, there are obvious problems linked to non-binding 
votes, when the electorate does not know for sure if parliament and 
government will honour the outcome of a referendum. Finally, in 
countries where referendums are a  rare phenomenon, political 
parties tend to perceive referendums as undermining 
representative democracy and decisions in parliament.14

The inclusion of direct-democratic mechanisms into modern 
representative democracy has  almost become a  standard –
especially in Europe. This mirrors the need for continuous and 
dynamic democratization as well as an overall approval by large 
majorities in most countries, as a recent study by Donovan & Karp 
(2006) has underlined. However, as the normative debate on 
whether modern direct democracy is desirable and feasible has 
diminished due to the empirical facts, design and quality aspects 
have become much more important. 

As Schiller (2006) emphasizes, a “proposal to incorporate direct 
democracy into any political system needs to take into account the 
polity context, particularly the institutional background, the
history and the political culture(s)”. For the envisaged use of direct-
democratic procedures at the transnational level in Europe, this 
careful development of implementation criteria is of high priority,
as the process will include an electorate of several hundred million 
citizens. At the same time, it is advisable to learn from the growing 
experience with popular initiatives and referendums in Europe on 
Europe. 

4. Conclusions: From opportunity to intrastructure

The founding fathers of the European Union did not like the idea of 
including citizens directly in decision-making processes at the 
trans-national political level. This was due less to the experience of 
the Second World War than to the growing threat of the Cold War, 
which initially spoiled the ideas for a  democratic European 
federation which were developed in the 1940s. This resulted in the 
integration process of the 1950s being dominated by economic and 

                                               
14 For an overview of referendum use in Europe see: Bruno Kaufmann and M. Dane Waters: Direct 
Democracy in Europe – a comprehensive reference guide to the initiative and referendum process in 
Europe, Carolina Academic Press, North Carolina, USA: 2004
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bureaucratic considerations:  Jean Monnet’s system did not 
provide for direct civilian participation in decision-making. It was 
another great Frenchman, President Charles de Gaulle, who first 
formulated the challenge of a  Europe-wide referendum at the 
beginning of the 1960s.

The proposal for a pan-European referendum resurfaced during the 
work of the EU Convention, when a large majority of Convention 
members signed a resolution proposing a Europe-wide popular vote 
on the Constitutional Treaty15. Despite this clear signal from the 
Convention, the EU heads of state and government opted for the 
old solution of allowing the member states themselves to decide 
whether and how a popular decision should be held or not. This 
had two negative consequences: 

- in several member states, the citizens only learned after the 
signing of the CT that they would have a say on the issue;

- the uncoordinated organisation of the ratification process led to 
mainly
national debates on what were mainly European issues.

Another, much better and more democratic method would have 
been – as Schiller (2006) has outlined - to

- set up a convention with a directly-elected constitutional 
assembly

- provide for a minimum level of public discussion on the 
constitutional
issues

- agree on the obligation of all member states to provide in their 
domestic law
for a constitutional referendum for ratification. 

- set rules for the approval of the constitution.

Such a procedure would have ensured ownership by the citizens 
throughout the process. In order to assess the usefulness of the 
referendum tool in the ratification process it is of great importance 
to consider the context and framework under which such a vote
takes place.

                                               
15 The text of the resolution documented in Kaufmann (2006/Handbook): “We propose that 
the Convention recommends to the Inter-Governmental Conference that the draft European 
Constitution be approved not only by National Parliaments and the European Parliament but 
also by the citizens of Europe in binding referendums. These referendum should take place in 
accordance with the constitutional provisions of the member states. They should be held 
simultaneously on the same day, an option being the same day as the European Parliament 
Elections in June 2004. Those member states whose constitutions do not currently permit 
referendums are called upon to hold at least consultative referendums. An information 
campaign must be publicly funded.”
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Complementing such a transnational decision-making tool with 
agenda-setting mechanims like the European citizens’ initiative 
(ECI) would certainly contribute towards making European politics 
more visible and could allow for transnational public debates. This 
would contribute to the “Europeanisation” of political democracy 
and serve as an additional means of popular control of policies 
within the EU. Much, though, will depend on the European laws 
still required “to determine the provision for the procedures”.

In order to make such opportunities a n  efficient and truly 
democratizing element of the European Union, we will however 
need to complement them with a genuine europeanwide democratic 
infrastructure. This is especially important in order to meet the 
challenges of size, distance, multi-lingualisms and complexcity of 
an European polity. 

Hence we would strongly recommend to develop the existing tools 
and structures of consultation between the European institutions 
(the European Parliamement and the European Commission) into a 
proper European intrastructure for democratic participation. This 
is a logical development as the EU is a polity representing both 
traditional inter-national as well as modern trans-national ways of 
governance already. The question, which both the EP and the EC, 
will have to face now is the following:

How can we use and develop our already existing tools and 
mechanisms of dialogue and consultation with the citizens in order 
to identify  key elements of a future democractic infrastructure in 
Europe?

An European Democratic Infrastructure will have to be based on 
the idea, that the institutions should support the citizens in their 
ability to set the agenda and to make decision on the European 
level – and not viceversa. Such an attititude will help to overcome 
the current mistrust between institutions and citizens as it has 
been expressed recently in both practical votes like the Irisk no 
vote to the Lisbon Treaty or a recent Europabarometer poll. While 
most Europeans do have a positive attitude towards the integration 
process, a big majority does not think that their voices are heard in 
Europe sufficiently. 16. 

                                               
16 http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/eb/eb68/eb68_en.htm
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