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Europe’s crisis of legitimacy is not confined to the EU

If European leaders want to fight the wave of eurosceptics which has risen with
last week’s parliamentary elections, they have to address the two main
criticisms of the EU: a lack of legitimacy and inadequate economic policies.

There are two ways to address the lack of legitimacy of European institutions.
The first is to strengthen the national basis of representation. This would mean
involving more directly the party leaders who won the largest support at the
election – including Nigel Farage of the UK Independence party, Marine Le
Pen of and Alexis Tsipras of Greece’s Syriza – to discuss Europe’s way forward.
It is understandable that some heads of state do not want to follow this line.

The alternative would be to reinforce the direct legitimacy of European
institutions. This is what the main European parties committed to do, by
proposing that the head of list of the largest parliamentary party would be
nominated president of the European Commission.

Given that the European People’s party received the largest number of votes,
Jean-Claude Juncker should be proposed as Commission president. It is
understandable that some of the national leaders do not like this solution, that
would provide the commission president with the direct legitimacy of 500m
European citizens. They would certainly prefer somebody that is accountable
only to them, not to the people, and who does not make too much noise.

Some have objected to the choice of Mr Juncker because the former
Luxembourg prime minister would represent the “old political class”, or the
policy of austerity followed over the past few years. Independently of the
validity of these arguments, are they more relevant than the result of the
elections? In which democracy would the leader of the party which received
the largest popular support would be considered “unfit” the day after the
election?

Another objection is that no party obtained an overall majority and some form
of grand coalition is now needed in Europe. This is certainly the case, but the
responsibility to form such a grand coalition and to present a Commission
programme which takes into account the result of the elections and can gain a
broad support in parliament resides neverthelesswith the leader of the party
with the largest popular vote.

A final objection is that the European system of democracy and representation
is more complex and cannot be compared to that of nation states. According to
European treaties, it is up to the European Council to select the president of
the Commission, although the European Parliament has to vote on it.

But this cumbersome system is precisely what the people of Europe do not
understand and the reason why the European institutions are considered too
distant. The proposal of the main parties before the election to select the next
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Commission president on the basis of the election results was a way to increase
the legitimacy of the institutions.

If this commitment will not be respected, the people of Europe will understand
that the key obstacle to a more democratic union is represented by national
politicians. This actually might be their hidden intention, ie, that Europe
remains incomplete and even backtracks. But national politicians will not
become more popular, as a result. The last election has shown that the crisis of
legitimacy of the nation states is as grave as that of the EU.

The writer is a former member of the executive board of the European
Central Bank and currently visiting scholar at Harvard’s Weatherhead
Center for International Affairs and at the Istituto Affari Internazionali in
Rome
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