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The EU must become capable of governing 

(Prof Dr Klemens Joos, Honorary Professor at the Technical University of Munich) 

FIRST PUBLISHED IN PRINT IN “FOCUS” (16.09.2023) 

The European Union urgently needs fundamental reforms in order to be able to act as a 

community in the future - otherwise it will not win the approval of its citizens. 

The major crises of the past few years - triggered by the COVID 19 pandemic and Russia's belligerent 

invasion of Ukraine - have shown one thing clearly: The EU needs to dramatically improve its 

governance capacity. So far, however, EU reform movements have resembled an agonising obstacle 

course rather than a hopeful path to the future. For decades, the decisive hurdle to quick agreements 

was the unanimity principle in decision-making processes. It was not until the Treaty of Lisbon that the 

tide turned here; it stipulates that EU member states form a »coalition of the willing« (minimum 

number of participants: nine) and may only introduce a legal act in their countries if, despite all efforts, 

not all EU member states can agree on it. However, the principle of unanimity, which still exists in the 

areas of foreign and security policy, external borders, budget/currency, continues to paralyse the EU. 

It is in the nature of these issues that 27 EU member states can usually only agree on the lowest 

common denominator. 

From all this follows: The EU must improve its »governance« and thus its ability to act. At the same 

time, the EU must regain the support of its citizens. Its greatest successes - the abolition of borders, 

free trade and a common currency - have become a matter of course for too many people. 

In essence, then, it is a question of updating the EU Treaties; among other things, the role of the 

European Commission as the »government of the EU« must be decisively strengthened. In future, the 

European Parliament should propose a president who puts together a cabinet independently of the 

wishes of the EU member states, which then stands for election in the European Parliament. In any 

case, the scenario of 2019, when the EPP won the European election with Manfred Weber as 

candidate for the Commission President and then the heads of state and government pushed through 

a different solution with Ursula von der Leyen, must not be repeated. There is hardly a better way to 

highlight the democratic deficit of the EU. The number of commissioners should also be based on the 

number of meaningful portfolios and not on the number of member states. A direct election of the 

President of the European Commission in all member states would also be imaginable. In future, the 

European Parliament would have to emerge from an election in an electoral area covering the entire 

EU with united electoral lists. Quite independently of this, the rights of the European Parliament must 

be further strengthened, for example in the preparation of the EU budget or - crucially - through the 

right to initiate legislative procedures. As already explained, the far-reaching, if not complete, abolition 

of the unanimity principle in favour of qualified majority voting is of central importance. Moreover, this 

principle has a considerable democratic deficit. While in the Bundesrat each state has votes according 

to its population, in the Council Malta has the same voting weight as Germany or France. As a result, 

500,000 Maltese can decide what is right or wrong for around 450 million EU citizens in foreign and 

security policy as well as in fiscal and budgetary policy. 

These are the most important aspects of a necessary reform of the EU Treaties. And there is reason 

for hope. In May 2022, at the end of the Strasbourg »Conference on the Future of Europe«, French 

President Emmanuel Macron called for institutional reforms and specifically questioned the principle of 

unanimity. German Chancellor Olaf Scholz also addressed the problem in his Prague speech in 

August 2022: He proposed to »gradually move to majority decisions in common foreign policy, but 

also in other areas, such as tax policy.« Now the EU and its member states must put this knowledge 

into action. 


