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Abstract 
 
This thesis deals with the democratic accountability question within systems of global 

governance, but focuses on the European Union. The main ambition has been to explore and 

give an account for the current situation, and lack of accountability as a part of the European 

Union democratic deficit. It will also stress some of the solutions proposed. In order to fulfil 

this I have used classic liberal democracy theory and multi level governance theory. The 

thesis defines the concept of accountability as to be held accountable to a constituency or a 

superior official and the relationship between them can take many different shapes. Several 

factors are identified as threats to accountability such as many tiers of governance, no clearly 

defined responsibilities and the lack of elected politicians on a level of global governance. By 

establishing the EU as a government of multi level governance and a bearer of democratic 

values, problems with accountability and hence legitimacy will be presented in relation to the 

EU:s sui generis features and unique composition.  The thesis concludes that even though a 

union with democratic accountability is highly desired, it is not feasible that it will happen in 

the nearest future, hence as the situation is today with scattered responsibilities and an 

invisibility within the non elected institutions, accountability remains a utopia for coming 

generations to implement.  

 

Key Words: accountability, the EU, democracy, legitimacy, responsibility, global 

governance, multi level governance, democracy theory.  
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1. Introduction 
 

“Politics is the art of preventing people from taking part in affairs which properly concerns 

them”  

Paul Valery.1

This statement of politicians and their true agenda is far from the worst, or most cynical I 

could find. It seems that politicians have always suffered a tremendous lack of trust among 

the governed, even back in the days when politics were hardly something discussed around 

every dinner table. 

 

“Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely” 

Lord Acton.2

But need this be true in our modern society? With all the mechanisms that the last century has 

resulted in regarding democracy and equality, can modern democratically governed people be 

said to have the same distrust towards our elected politicians? And if this is true what can be 

done to increase the political accountability in organizations such as the European Union or 

the United Nations? On a national level the governed possesses the power of voting, and can, 

when disgruntlement arises exercise that power and vote for a change of government. If this 

disgruntlement were to arise in the EU however, the peoples power of creating changes are 

barely existing. The officials working from Brussels are not elected by the governed and 

therefore cannot be subjected to be “voted off the island”. In short, they are not accountable 

for the politics they choose to enforce.3   

 

The vastly growing European Union (EU) is a phenomenon never seen before in the history of 

political science. This makes it particularly complex to study since the lack of historical 

equivalence, hence the many different opinions and theories vis-à-vis the international 

cooperation. Political scholars are in disagreement regarding the democratic deficit condition 

and what type of effects it can be said to have on the national governments within the Union. 

Some say that this phenomena creates a problem of maintaining the democracy even on a 

national level. Two scientists that strongly speaks for this is Simon Hix and Andreas 

Föllesdal. They have established themselves as the strongest spokespersons for a radical 

                                                 
1 Paul Valery 1871-1945, ”Tel Quel 2” 1943.  
2 Lord Acton “Letter to Bishop Mandell Creighton”, 1887.  
3 F. Scharpf 2007:6  
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change within the Union, in order to achieve a higher level of democracy.4 But far from all 

concur with that opinion. Some, like Andrew Moravcsik, claims that all the commotion on the 

subject is highly exaggerated and that the deficit in the Union is no more acute than on regular 

nation state levels.5   

 

Robert O Keohane says that the complexity of following the politics on an international level 

makes it almost impossible to form any kind of normative analysis for these organizations.6 

These new patterns of policy making and agenda setting makes the necessity for institutions 

and regulations even bigger, but the institutions as well as loyalties are much deeper 

embedded on a national level.7 Keohane even claims that in order to be considered as a 

legitimate decision in a state or organizations of democracy, the people effected by that 

decision must possess the possibility of holding them accountable.8  

 

“An accountability relationship is one in which an individual, group or other entity makes 

demands on an agent to report on his or her activity, and has the ability to impose costs on the 

agent” (Keohane 2002:12). But from a realistic point of view is this true in any organization 

of global size? The last decade has denoted large changes in politics, especially for the 

citizens of the European Union, with the latest enlargement which brought the union to 27 

member states and a half a billion people.9 Besides this the European Monetary Union (EMU) 

has also entertained apprehensions from members of the Union, regarding questions such as 

democracy and the peoples options of accountability.  

 

Is democratic accountability necessary for a functional democracy, and if it is how well do 

organizations of a global governance system respond to it? Furthermore, can something be 

done to increase the peoples ability of accountability? 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
4 Föllesdal, Hix 2005 p. 23 
5 Moravcsik 2002 p. 613 
6 Keohane 2002 p. 2 
7 Ibid 
8 Keohane 2002 p. 4 
9 http://europa.eu/abc/keyfigures/index_sv.htm 
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1.1 Statement of purpose 

This thesis is meant to present the problems associated with democratic responsibility, hence 

accountability, when the world of today moves all the more towards a transnational level (i.e. 

the cooperation and interaction between governmental as well as non governmental actors)10 

of decision making and policy creating. The purpose of this thesis is to explore the concept of 

democratic accountability in a EU context and as a natural continuance investigate the  

different solutions to the democratic accountability deficit. The reason for the European 

Union focus is mainly due to its relevance for the author, and hence the feeling of it being 

“close to home”.  

 

1.1.2 Question/Problem 

“If you ask the wrong questions the answers are irrelevant” 

Richard Millett 11

When living in Europe today democracy seems to be the alternative that won. It seems this 

has become the only form of accepted governance. Like Francis Fukuyama once said, 

“democracy is the end of ideology” by which he meant that liberal democracy had won the 

ideological war.12 But recent decades has developed bodies that are not on a national level but 

on a international, and more importantly on an intergovernmental level. The most prominent 

out of these newfound organizations is of course the EU. But if we pride ourselves with 

democracy and the rule of the people, shouldn’t we be concerned if it is bleeding? So in order 

to fulfill my purpose I have to ask myself questions. The first question is; is accountability  

something that can only be provided by nation states? Furthermore how does the lack of 

democratic accountability in the EU take form? And last but not least; Can something be done 

in order to cure the lack of the peoples right to hold decision makers responsible and hence 

accountable? 

 

1.1.3 Demarcation 

In this thesis I will explore the concept of accountability on a general level, and then apply the 

concept on the EU. The EU has been accused many times of having a democratic deficit and a 

lack of legitimacy on many levels. Worth mentioning is the low voter turnout to the only 

                                                 
10 Willets 2001 p. 358 
11 Richard Millett 08-03-31 15.50 p.m 
12 Fukuyama 2000 p. 163 
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directly elected institution within the Union, the European Parliament. Much of the research 

made in this area is focusing upon the total deficit while I will put the spotlight on 

accountability, the for me largest part of constituting democratic legitimacy. I will therefore 

make a demarcation at only the democratic accountability as a part of the entire deficit 

problem, and discuss existing problems and proposed solutions.  

 

1.1.4 Disposition 

This thesis is divided into chapters where chapter two will address the method used to finish 

the thesis, but also present the approach used in locating the right material. Furthermore it 

includes a discussion on evaluation of the sources and hence an evaluation on the thesis 

validity. Chapter tree will give an account of the theories and the theoretical framework used 

and briefly touch how they are applied in the empirical analyses. Chapter four will present 

how the lack of accountability takes form within the European Union and a discussion around 

previous findings in the area. Chapter five will describe the different solutions that are 

proposed in order to cure the lack and will also evaluate the scientific problem in relation to 

the theoretical framework in order to answer the thesis main scientific questions. Chapter six 

will present a conclusion where the authors own thoughts on the subject is stated. Finally 

chapter seven will present a list of references used.  
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2. Method 
2.1 Discussion 

When determining the proper methodology and method to complete a thesis there are many 

considerations to take into account and many “red flags”. One has to ask questions, and make 

sure that the method of ones choice actually examines what one wants to examine, in short 

terms methodology has much to do with validity. Among these questions one should ask is; 

what is research, and what is scientific research?13 Does my problem have a scientific 

anchorage? Furthermore questions regarding validity and generalizations need to be heavily 

well thought-out. The word methodology in itself comes from Greek, as so many others in the 

world of academics, and refers to the wider spectra of philosophy and logic principles from 

which method emerges.14  In this chapter my methods and sources will be presented to the 

reader.  

 

2.1.2 Method  

The analyzing of the impact that the last decades of globalization has had on the democratic 

accountability and democracy as a whole, is such a complex and relatively new field of 

studying which makes the use of already established theories necessary in order to understand 

the subject at hand.  

 

When choosing method there are two main directions to take, quantitative or qualitative. 

Quantitative method refers to the gathering of data which is based on equal and comparable 

information of enough units of analyses that it can easily be put into numbers to get your point 

across.15 In other words it is based on numerical data. However my choice of method falls 

within the other category. This thesis is based upon a qualitative method, since this was the 

preeminent way of fulfilling the purpose. A method based upon quantitative statistics is not 

enough to measure legitimacy, which basically contains accountability. A qualitative method 

is superior when dealing with a broader subject which cannot be studied only in numbers, and 

it has a tendency to offer a broader spectra which provides for a broader result. The literature 

which helped conclude this thesis was chosen within the subject of democracy and 

accountability, in order to describe the democratic deficit problem regarding accountability in 

a EU context.  

                                                 
13 Esaiasson et al. 2007:17 
14 Svenning 1997:25 
15 Esaiasson et al. 2007:222 
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The method within qualitative research that I have chosen to use in this thesis is called textual 

analyses. Through particular, careful reading one is able to single out the important and 

essential content of the massive texts that are being studied. It is fundamentally all about 

reading the text and asking questions about it that can either be answered by one self, or by 

the text itself. After reading it is important to clarify the structures around the text, bringing 

out and make the content of the texts approachable to one self as well as to the reader.16  

 

This thesis is meant to present different theories on how to make sense of democratic 

accountability in a European context, and how this ultimately effects us. The theories 

presented in chapter three is chosen partly due to the wide acknowledgement  they have won 

in the academic world,17 but also based on their relevance to the subject being studied. The 

theories chosen are first and foremost multi level governance, a theory that emerged from the 

founding of the European Union and which is also built much upon its institutions. The 

second theory presented in chapter three is the theory of classical  democracy, much presented 

by classic authors such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Johan Stuart Mill. 

 

2.1.3 Material 

The sources used in order to complete this thesis has been mainly written sources such as 

books, articles from journals as well as other forms of publications. In those cases where the 

internet has been used, material has mainly been collected from the official EU website. The 

problem when choosing a subject within the democratic category is the vast amount of 

information that appears before you, and one instantly realizes that the selection sort will be 

extensive. A massive amount of the material, mainly found via the Internet, demanded a hefty 

evaluation of the source in order to exclude mistakes. When trying to select material the 

principal used was to attempt reading the articles written by scientists well acknowledged in 

the academic world, but at the same time attempt to find material that states new findings. 

Hence primarily the sources are chosen firstly from relevance and secondarily the author. 

Many of the authors chosen has greatly contributed to the research when dealing with the EU 

and the democratic deficit as a whole and of course the democratic accountability is a large 

part of being a legitimate rule. Another excellent way of gaining reliable sources is to read 

                                                 
16 Esaiasson et al. 2007:238 
17 Robert Dahl and his theories regarding democracy has won worldwide acknowledgement and is a classic work 
within the study of democracy. 
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other theses and explore their list of references in order to improve the relevance of the 

literature read. In order to prepare for the writing of this thesis, extensive reading is 

indispensable.  

 

2.1.4 Evaluation of the sources  

When dealing with primary sources such as books, which often have quite different premises 

such as normative versus empirical views which makes it vital to remain un bias when 

reading. This is a predicament for every student writing a thesis, or researcher writing articles 

or a dissertation. A certain skepticism is therefore required. In the modern society we live in 

today, there is a never ending river of information but also a possibility of spreading it via the 

Internet that has never been seen before. This development has lead to an increased risk that 

incorrect information circulates and the biggest weapon we as students of science has is to 

evaluate the sources vigilantly. This evaluation is built upon a set of methodological rules 

which is used in order to determine the level of truth and genuineness in what we read. There 

are four criteria that should be taken into consideration18; 
- Genuineness – to make sure that the source has been produced at that time, and by those people in the 

right context and by the person that says he wrote it. This regards the document in itself.  

- Independence – Can we believe what they tell us? Was the author an independent witness? Is the source 

a primer or secondary?  

- Simultaneity – is the source produced at the same time that the event took place? Or long after? These 

things matter because it is more reliable if it is written closely connected to the incident/event 

- Tendency – Is the source bias? Did the author have reasons for printing this text? Hidden agendas?19 

Regarding the sources used in this thesis and the evaluation of them, the main problem was 

tendency. When writing a scientific paper, whether it is a bachelor thesis or a dissertation the 

biasing factors might always be in the way of a subjective result. Svenning mentions the 

problem of tradition in various areas of studying, which has a tendency of changing over 

time.20 This is problematic due to the fact that the result then might differ given different time 

spans. The current influences in politics, economics and social society affects the researchers 

lives and hence also their written material. Personal experiences, traditions and history is also 

a biasing factor worth mentioning.  Most of my sources is of course also affected by this. 

Articles and books must always be subject of careful scrutiny, but even if many of the authors 

                                                 
18 Esaiasson et al. 2007:315 
19 Esaiasson et al. 2007: 
20 Svenning 1997:72  
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I have used in this thesis might be bias due to reasons of political or religious views, I believe 

that it need not be a problem as long as one is aware of the problem.  

 

When studying social science almost every source is a primary one. However this does not 

always guarantee a reliable source in terms of empirical proof. Most of the sources available 

are results found by various researchers, and there is no accordance between the different 

scientific camps.21 Social science is also a form of “soft” science unlike natural science, 

where experiments are much more easily carried out. This is why the independence within the 

sources becomes questionable as well, since one simply cannot execute experiments on  

population as an entity but has to rely on ones own findings within much smaller groups.   

 

The least problematic out of the four criteria has been the genuineness. This is not a factor to 

which I have paid much respect since the books and articled used are not written that long 

ago, that the sources genuineness can be questioned. The authors of this material is 

acknowledged scientific researchers and to question the documents genuineness is not as 

relevant as many of the other criteria.   

 

Regarding sources from he Internet I have only used sites that are public sources such as 

researchers own websites, the EU website and websites of various universities which must be 

said to be trustworthy. Internet as a source in itself I have tried to avoid, since the material 

located is hard to control and the results are of various relevance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
21 Svenning 1997:72 
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3.Theory and definition of concepts 

In this chapter I will present the theories used to complete the thesis. As a continuance I will 

give an account for how they will be applied in my empirical analyses. Furthermore a broad 

definition of the used concepts is in order and I will also briefly mention prominent scholars 

on the area and their views.  

 

3.1 Democracy, definition 

The system we have when it comes to dealing with politics today is quite different from the 

system say 20 years ago. The process of globalization has brought forward another level of 

governance which is now not only based upon nation states and sovereignty. This has lead to 

an extensive amount of research within the area of democracy. The concept of democracy 

along with power, is perhaps the two most studied concepts within the field of social 

science,22 and due to this a definition is necessary.  

 

When the word democracy is being used in this thesis it is referring to the western worlds 

form of democracy. With that I mean to say that democracy means the rule of the people, or 

demos, and free and regular elections along with free running for public offices. Furthermore 

my concept of democracy is based upon the criteria shaped from Robert A Dahls classical 

work “Democracy and it’s critics”. He presents five process criteria which is; 

 
- Efficient participation – consideration shall be shown to all interests, and all the members of the demos 

shall have equal powers of raising issues on the agenda 

- Equal franchise at the final decision making  

- Enlightened understanding – education and public discussions are necessary to form an awareness 

among the demos 

- Control over the political agenda – who makes the decisions and what about? Delegation of power to 

institutions is possible but only if it can be revoked, demos must have the final control.  

- An inclusive demos – everybody effected by decisions shall be a part of making them. 23 

 

These criteria are not supposed to be understood as rules for democracies, but as guidelines 

for ideal democracies. There is not one democratic state in the world today that can fulfill all 

of them. The three first criteria are enough to form a so called polyarchi, a form of democracy 

far from the ideal, but the one form existing today.  

                                                 
22 Buhlin 2007:11 
23 Dahl 2005: 170-178 
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3.1.2 Accountability, definition 

When scientists discuss if the EU is a legitimate form of governance, there is often a focus 

upon the democratic deficit and the lack of visibility within the union. The lack of power of 

the European Parliament is also a factor heavily debated. But if we are looking for a 

legitimate way to rule Europe, we must take into account the accountability process of our 

representatives. Scharpf even claims that the main reason for the low visibility and hence 

legitimacy of the EU is due to the lack of public accountability.24 But how does one define the 

concept of accountability? Keohane writes; “An accountability relationship is one in which an 

individual, group or other entity makes demands on an agent to report on his or hers 

activities, and has the ability of imposing costs on the agent.”25 This relatively simple relation 

can thus take many shapes and forms. The actor can be either a person or a group, and the 

accountability giver can be a person, group or an entire body such as a states entire 

population.26 In other words I have chosen to define accountability as the possibility for the 

people (demos) to dethrone persons in power if they are not content with results presented. 

This implies that power holders must be held responsible for the their politics. This thesis 

focuses solely upon the public and democratic accountability to citizens and furthermore only 

upon actors in a system of global network governance. Accountability is separated from 

expressions such as responsiveness and participation, and what differs them are that when 

accountability is given a justification of performance is being demanded. This in relation to 

participation which takes place prior to the decisions being made, and accountability when 

decisions are already made.  

 

3.1.3 Global Governance, definition 

Governance can be defined as the creation and implementation of rules as well as exercising 

of power all within a given area.27 And this in a global sense implies the same things but on a 

global scale but not by given entities or states. This global form of governance can be carried 

out by states, religious groups and international corporations but also by governmental and 

nongovernmental institutions, hence the lack of a global government makes the actors 

involved in procedures that are not divided by hierarchy. 28

 

                                                 
24 Scharpf 1999: 33 
25 Keohane 2002:12 
26 Bovens et al. 2005:5 
27 Keohane 2002:3 
28 Ibid.  
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3.2 Theoretical framework 

In this thesis two main theories have been applied. Below I will give an account for the core 

of these theories in order to create an understanding for the reader, an understanding that will 

be necessary to comprehend the result and analyses.  

 

3.2.1 Logic behind choices of theory 

When choosing theories in order to complete a thesis the word relevance is essential. When 

studying accountability in a EU context, multi level governance is a theory one can simply not 

discard. The EU with its different tiers of governance, and the sharing of power between 

institutions as well as between nation states and the central organ is something quite 

exceptional. The theory of multi level governance arose in the spirit of the EU and provides 

for a good basis when it comes to explaining phenomenon in the Union. It might not seem to 

be relevant when dealing with democracy, but I consider this theory to be adequate when 

studying any area of the EU. Furthermore when discussing and debating accountability as a 

large part of legitimacy which in turn is a part of democracy, one cannot dispose of the 

original theories of democracy. Even if one might say that they have grown ancient, in deed 

they have not. When reading further one realizes that it is simply a matter of applying modern 

democratic thinking on to the original criteria of democracy. I have applied a post war period 

context upon the basis of Rousseau, and Mills work on democracy.  

 

In my empirical analyze and result I am attempting to use these two theories as norms for how 

the Union should work. The many characteristics of the theories constitute a normative basis 

in which the European Union should be founded upon and I will use them as a platform for 

institutional functions, and then apply the true nature of the Unions feature on these normative 

theories, which will lead my to my final result.  

 

3.2.2 Multi level governance theory 

The interdependence of our world today is notably higher that just a decade ago. This makes 

the necessity for cooperation cross borders all the more important. Although nation states 

remain the most important actor on the arena, a number of non state actors have lately entered 

as powers to be reckoned with. If this cooperation would be non regulated by governments, 

states would be tempted to solve their problems by inflicting problems upon other states, 

 13



 
 

which in turn would strike back29 and long before soon there would be a similar situation as 

the mafia rule of New York in the 1940s. In order to cure this, institutions have been created 

on regional as well as on global levels.  

 

There are different approaches when it comes to defining what the EU is. Kristian Sjövik 

writes about two. The first claim that the state is in the center and therefore has a state 

centered perspective. Other kinds of interpretation tells us that the member states and its 

institutions is not assumed to have such power that they can, by themselves, control and 

govern the decision making process in the union. I will however define and hence assume, 

that the EU is a typical case of multi level governance, this mainly due to the deeply 

compounded relations existing between the member states, the EU:s institutions and non state 

actors. This deep relationship is typical for multi level governance systems.30  

 

Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks has established themselves as somewhat of multi level 

governance experts, but also as developers of a European multi level governance theory. Their 

question regarding multi level governance and democracy, and in turn accountability, is 

whether it strengthens or weakens the nation states, and if it does in deed weaken them what 

other form of politics is shaped?31 When member states agree upon a larger cooperation in 

almost every policy area existing, they also have to trust EU institutions such as the European 

Court of Justice and the Commission to carry out the policy. In doing this they give the union 

more power since they loose control over decision making.32 When studying multi level 

governance, there is a tendency towards changes within the government and the role of the 

states. However in the last decade, with the focus set on the creation of a closely cooperated 

EU, other actors has been given a larger place in the analytical framework.33 The theory of 

multi level governance was first shaped in the beginning of the formation of the EU and has 

grown in steps just as the Union itself. Fritz Scharpf claims that there is time for scholars to 

recognize that the classic theories of European polity is not adequate anymore. Neo-

functionalists, realists and inter- governmentalist has a narrow perspective on what the EU 

                                                 
29 Keohane 2002:1 
30 Sjökvist 2004:125 
31 Hooghe, Marks 2001:1 
32 Hooghe Marks 2001:11 
33 Gualini 2004:53 
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can, and has achieved, and a new outlook on things are necessary to deal with this new 

phenomena.34

 

 In short the theory of multi level governance is a way of explaining the vastly growing 

cooperation between governments, but also the processes between the different tiers of 

government. It involves a large number of decisions making arenas which are linked together 

but differs regarding hierarchy, functionality and territory.35 Regimes of multi level 

governance has more problems then other forms regarding accountability. Since the different 

tiers of governance make the clarification of who is responsible for what decision and the 

natural accountability process becomes problematic. And if there is no pure scapegoat then 

accountability will be something purely utopian as well. This is however not only a newfound 

phenomena in a multi level governance, but in nation states governments as well. The 

transition from management by results towards management by objectives has changed all 

political arenas. This is usually referred to as the “black hole of democracy”, which basically 

means that when only handing out fuzzy formulated objectives to be reached to different 

institutions, the area of responsibility becomes highly unclear. For example, the board of 

education hands out objectives to reach in the following semester to all schools, and when the 

school fails to implement these objectives who is to blame for the failure? And if no one can 

be found to blame then who to hold democratically accountable? And if put into a  multi level 

governance perspective such as the EU one understands that with the different tiers of 

government, first on national level and then on a European level, finding the guilty creates a 

problem which ultimately damages accountability and hence democracy.  

 

Yannis Papadopoulos writes that multi level governance brings cooperation between different 

sub-national and national organs or between national and supranational organs which 

constitutes a multi level government.36 This form of governance creates the problem of 

responsibility as well. It is not fair to expect leaders of parties or of different tiers of 

governance to be held responsible for what their subordinates do. Papadopoulos continues by 

stating that multi level governance creates more actors inside the decision making arena, that 

might not justified to be there, as well as it increases the number of actors that take actions 

                                                 
34 Sharpf 2000:5 
35 Papadopoulos 2007:469 
36 Papadopoulos 2007:479 
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without being democratically scrutinized.37 When studying the EU and its alleged democratic 

deficit, a multi level outlook  is essential due to the formation of the Union, and its uniqueness 

in organized institutions and from the nation states to the central tier, optionally delegated 

powers.   

 

Bovens and others says that multi level governance is defined by the existence of decision 

making bodies at many levels of government and that they are not clearly defined by 

hierarchy and further that the decision making procedures are connected with each other.38 

This means that the EU has a system of complex relationships between different levels of 

government and these relationships brings serious consequences regarding both 

implementation and accountability. The main focus when studying these levels of government 

is how to maneuver the society towards goals for the common good when the circumstances 

has made the lines between public and private sector indistinct.39  

 

The problem of multi level governance has proven to be a balance between efficiency and 

democracy. But this is in reality nothing new when talking about difficulties with democracy 

as a whole, but it might be even more complex when the lines between decision making 

organs are fuzzy.  

 

3.2.3 Classic liberal democracy theory 

When speaking of democracy, and especially liberal, there are a number of authors that can be 

said to have shaped it. Philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Jeremy Bentham, James 

Mill and John Stuart Mill have all contributed largely to our modern concept of democracy. 

All of the authors above, but perhaps J.S Mill in particular have emphasized the importance of 

public participation in all matters that concerns them.40 According to some authors the 

definition of democracy is, at least the normative, that it is closely connected to the classic 

theory and hence a system of rule that is realized the moment that demos is participating in 

the decision making process. But if the people are supposed to be a part of the decisions that 

properly concerns them, are they not supposed to have the ability of imposing costs upon the 

chosen politicians? And even if the possibility of imposing costs existed, in reality who is 

going to pay? 
                                                 
37 Papadopoulos 2007:476 
38 Bovens et al. 2005:5 
39 Lundin 2007:12 
40 Eriksson 1984:117 
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When speaking of classic theory in this thesis, I will focus upon the classic theory but most 

prominently on the postwar period. My reasons for this might seem obvious, but can be stated 

anyway. The classic democratic theories with advocates such as the authors above, must be 

said in our modern society to have lost some of its relevance. I feel that when applying a 

theory upon a problem it is crucial to use a theory that has a sort of simultaneity with the time 

we live in. Below I will try to give an account for the main differences between the both, as 

well as explore the postwar theory a bit more deeply.  

 

When Rousseau, Mill Sr. and Jr., developed the classic theory the world looked nothing like 

today. Their theories of direct democracy were applicable only on very small societies and 

definitely not applicable on the networks of global-, and multi level governance. Rousseau for 

example has been referred to as a “totalitarian democrat”41 much due to his extreme view of 

participation and a notion of all peoples common interests and nature. And, sure, in small 

societies that can be similar to a small village this might be viable but in vastly larger 

populations this cannot be said to have much affect. Other theories is needed in order to 

understand the complex nature of large governments.  

 

In order to fill the void of a relevant theory, I will describe the transformation from this 

classic theory to a postwar perspective. Eriksson in his book “Klassisk demokratiteori” from 

1984, speaks of classic theory in the postwar period. He refers to Schumpeter, who has been 

called an elite democrat and his strive from a common good perspective with the election of 

representatives that are supposed to carry out the peoples will, towards a description of 

democracy as it actually functions.42 According to Schumpeter democracy is nothing more 

than a array of organs that gives individuals power to decide the policies, by competition for 

the peoples votes.43 He goes even further in his criticism of the classic approach by claiming 

that it is an 1800s theory without modern relevance but he also maintains that he defends the 

core statements made by the early authors.  

 

 

                                                 
41 Eriksson 1984:2 
42 Eriksson 1984:101 
43 Eriksson 1984:101 (the core in elite democracy, founded by Joseph Schumpeter) 
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During the 1960s many scientists claimed that the liberal democracy had yielded for a more 

elitist element and that the two were in deed not comparable. The more classic, and according 

to Schumpeter ancient theory focused upon the people and not elites as defenders of freedom. 

In the debate today democracy is often put equal to liberalism. Scientists such as Bachrach 

accuses Schumpeter and others to discard this connection but the latter is still considered to be 

within the liberal family. The main argument against the old classic form is that it takes for 

granted the common good and the common interests and that the world is turning from a 

group think towards a individual thinking never seen before. Administration stopped 

classifying citizens as just that, citizens and started talking about customers or clients. This is 

called New Public Management.44 Social groups such as religion and class has in the 

democratic countries decreased more and more over the last decades and secularization has 

entered the arena. Today the general voter sees more to his own problems or as one might put 

it, his “wallet questions”. People are abandoning the ideological ground as well as the part of 

belonging to a social entity. But how does this influence the policy within systems of global 

governance? 

 

A disturbing problem rises when applying this liberal democracy theory upon the union. 

When living in a democracy as we do today, the need for officials who carry out and put the 

politics into practice in every day life is essential. But when these officials are to decide on 

social allowance or parents allowance they are given a power that they are not meant to 

possess. And if disgruntlement arises after meeting officials, and the will to sanction them in 

an upcoming election exists, but the means are lacking a delicate problem is at hand. When 

voting against the present government that is not the same as voting against the current 

administration. Officials are not politically appointed and cannot be subjected to elections. It 

is the governments responsibility to demand accountability of the subordinate administration. 

They are given political influence without having been elected. The classic liberal democracy 

theory is built upon the principal of the peoples influence, but where does it go when much of 

our lives is decided by frontline bureaucrats? 45 Previously high values such as the equality of 

all, ethics and solidarity has been shifted to a more market inspired administration.46 The 

administration is supposed to work in the line of democracy, but what happens when officials 

                                                 
44 Rothstein 2001:204 
45 Rothstein 2001:117 
46 Rothstein 2001:192 
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become the peoples lord instead of their servant?47 This of course effects the principal of 

accountability as well, since the officials are not accountable to a constituency, they might be 

said to be hierarchically accountable to their superiors but the power is supposed to be in the 

hand of the effected ones. The ground stone in liberal democracy theory, as well as in Dahls 

process criteria. The question one has to ask is whether one can apply the same criteria on the 

EU when judging the level of democracy as one would use in a nation state. This results in an 

acknowledgement  that the European Union is not a case of conceptual stretching when using 

the term democracy, it is in deed such a closely connected regime of democratic nation states 

that the same criteria must be valid.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
47 Rothstein 2001:177 
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4. Democracy, accountability and the European Union 

After having finished the theoretical background and framework, this chapter will describe 

and problemize the existence of accountability and its shortcomings. I will begin with 

describing the status of democracy in the EU in order to continue with  an accountability 

perspective on the issue. This will be done institution by institution in order to maximize 

understanding, and this chapter will finish with a broader explanation of the different types of 

accountability.  

 

4.1 Democracy in the European Union 

Some claim that the EU undermines democracy even on national levels, whilst others 

determine that the deficit on a European level is no more serious than in regular nation 

states.48 But how is the democracy within the Union? It is definitely a question that the Union 

in itself is working hard towards, the question is how far they have reached. Margot 

Wallström writes that the expanding of the union has proved that we hold a large normative 

power and that our values is something that is a goal towards which many strive. Democracy, 

peace and sustainable development are examples of these.49  

 

When electing politicians to the commission, which is the most powerful institution within the 

Union after the European Council, the choice is made from national governments and the 

candidates are politically chosen and professional politicians. Kristian Sjövik writes in his 

desertion that the view you have on normative criteria you have on democracy and the way 

you interpret the empirical theory decides how you look upon the EU and its democracy 

issues.50  

 

4.2 Accountability in the European Union 

Since the EU can be said to consist of networks51 between institutions, politicians, technocrats 

and officials, one has to recognize the shift that has occurred from centered systems with 

conventional mechanisms to deal with accountability. The void between previously centered 

and hierarchical systems and the new system of networks (more or less  synonymous with 

                                                 
48 Buhlin 2007: 3-4 
49 Wallström 2008:1 Published in Sydsvenska Dagbladet 080218 
50 Sjövik 2004:128 
51 Network here referrers to a compilation of actors all concerned with planning and execution of a specific area 
of policy.   
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governance) has left the accountability question bleeding. Especially in the case of the EU one 

sees these symptoms. 

 

4.2.1 The European Commission the Council and the European Court of Justice  

The largest and most powerful institution the commission, uses networking in order to bind 

together a large number of actors, but they are not the only institution that uses the same 

technique. The danger with a situation like this is that public scrutiny has been left aside in 

order for a “self – control” system which is built upon responsibilities of reporting back to the 

group or their superiors, and the “peer – control” which means the control executed by the 

groups, or networks themselves. The only sanction possible after the group so to speak has 

evaluated and scrutinized themselves, is a recommendation from the commission.52 But what 

happens if this group is the Commission? Who will recommend changes for them? It is, by 

saying that, clear that the EU sees the Commission as the “evaluation and judging” institution, 

and that it in some way possesses the possibilities of overlapping the accountability gap of a 

network system. Even if this was proved as a working compilation of proceedings, danger lies 

everywhere. Surely it must be said to be a control mechanism to have representatives from 

member states present in  order to eliminate the risk of private interest entering the political or 

official arena. But the definitions of accountability differs largely from member state to 

member state, and the power  of agreeing upon what that should mean for a common 

institution such as the Council or the Commission, might be proven difficult. But can this 

mechanism actually be a valid back up for real accountability? Probably not, seeing how 

networks tend to prioritize a long term relationship with different actors, and may then forget 

to evaluate and criticize decisions and policies made. The accountability process might come 

in second just behind common group interests.53  

 

Most scientists seem to agree that is it primarily a retrospective measure. But today who is 

really responsible for that the democratic right of accountability works within the union? To 

answer that question in the most simple matter, the European Court of Justice. It is the Courts 

responsibility to control and in a functioning legal system with an independent judicial system 

the effective accountability is a clearly defined commitment for the ourts.54 Citizens of a 

democratic state must have the right to present their legal rights. The courts also, self 

                                                 
52 Harlow, Rawlings 2007:543 
53 Harlow, Rawlings 2007:545 
54 Mulgan 2003:74 
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evidently, have the powers of sanctions, but when regarding accountability issues they can 

help to improve it by just that, sanctioning and reparation of the failures. To sum up the 

European Court of Justice is a large contributor to the level of accountability, not only as a 

sanctioning organ but by making laws that leads to accountable politicians and officials and 

by demanding information which helps keep up transparency. But the European Court of 

Justice cannot be said to have lived up to the high expectations. They have held the 

institutions close to the rule of law, and provided for the possibility of a change of heart but 

have not chosen to define transparency as a right given to every citizen governed in a 

democratic rule. Sweden as a country is quite unique considering our transparency principle 

regarding the openness to public records and such. When Sweden held the EU presidency in 

2001 one of the most important messages from the government was to introduce a similar 

principal in the EU much in order to cure a sense of democratic deficit in which 

accountability plays a big role. However all member states does not share this view. What has 

been agreed upon so far is that it has been a subject which has more or less been compromised 

to death between member states with different traditions, and the EU institutions which have 

widely spread interests.    

 

4.2.2 The European Ombudsman and the European Parliament  

Another accountability holder in the EU is the European Ombudsman (EO). His job is to 

investigate administrative malfunctions in the union, usually begun after citizens complaints. 

Every citizen in the union can complain, but only when the complaint is against an EU 

institution or administration meaning no national malfunctions are investigated.55 Such an 

office is important to ensure citizens an equal treatment which is included in democratic 

rights. Carol Harlow and Richard Rawlings clearly oulines what responsibilities should lie on 

the EU ombudsman.  
- Publicly recognized office 

- Independence 

- Easy and free access for all citizens 

- The handling of complaints and the possessing of the right to not only to compensate the citizen for 

malfunctions but also to provide for broader legislation. 

- Guiding officials on how to improve relations with EU citizens the so called “own initiative inquiry”   

- Possess a moral authority and the strength to reason and the ability to talk to the public opinion instead 

of only issue binding decisions  

                                                 
55 http://www.ombudsman.europa.eu/glance/pdf/sv/glance_sv.pdf 
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- Possess a broad function of an evaluator which contains legal rules and principals such as good 

administration and human rights. 56  

 

This sounds good and provides for a trust giving from citizens, but does the ombudsman truly 

possess the means of sanction? That is a question still left unanswered. The EO is thus 

supposed to have two main functions. The first, which is very relevant for this thesis in 

particular, is to help the EU obtain a higher level of accountability of network officials  by 

giving the citizens a chance to receive a critical judgment of quality of administration within 

the union. The EO plays an active part in setting standards as well as referring to these 

standards as a form of test where maladministration is suspected. The EU has over recent 

years become more and more focused on independent actors and agencies which has led to a 

fragile state of classic democratic accountability, hence the EO has contributed to a 

reconciliation between parliamentary democracy and the centralized rule of the EU. Requests 

have been made for the EO to increase the cooperation with institutions such as the 

commission and the European Council since it’s mainly these institutions that are scrutinized 

by the EO. However the EO is a diffident office with a budget of no more than 8 million euro 

per year and a dazzling 70% of the 20,000 complaints fails to be investigated. Mostly this is 

due to the nature of the complaints, which are made against national and local 

administrations. However even if the EO was capable of doing more, the low budget and 

modest staff of only 60 people increases the barriers.57  

 

One of the most criticized parts is the weakness of the European Parliament (EP) which is the 

only directly elected institution within the Union, and with the low voter turnout hardly can be 

said to have democratic legitimacy. One of the reasons for this is the low effort being made on 

national levels to promote the EP and its members as an important part of the entire decision 

making body that is the EU. However in recent years the EP has gained power towards 

institutions such as the Commission, but it is still relatively weak.58 Scholars such as Fritz 

Scharpf has focused upon limiting the negative effects that the lack of democracy within the 

union can have, instead of trying to impose what can not be imposed. But the one thing that 

scientist can agree upon is that the Union needs to expand its base of public mandate in order 

                                                 
56 Harlow, Rawlings 2007:555 
57 Harlow, Rawlings 2007:556 
58 Moravcsik 2004:4 
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to achieve legitimacy.59 In addition, a raised awareness among the public is crucial in order to 

create elections that can be said to be legitimate and fair regarding the access of information. 

 

4.2.3 Different kinds of accountability and how it is used 

With only one institution with public mandate the possibilities of using ones electoral power 

is small. If the people have no electoral vote in the process of electing politicians, then they 

cannot have the possibility to demand a responsiveness, neither a forum for accountability or 

for imposing costs upon the agent.60 If one should choose to define democracy according to 

Dahls process criteria, then every citizen within the union effected by decisions made, should 

have a voice. But democratic accountability within the EU can more accurately be defined as 

relation between power holders and their responsibility towards broader publics.61 This is 

called democratic accountability but according to Keohane there are three sorts of 

accountability, democratic, hierarchical and pluralistic.62 Hierarchical means that the 

subordinates are accountable to their superiors and not to a broader public. This constitutes a 

threat against the democratic legitimacy values in which accountability from the public to the 

power holders is essential. On a European level one might define this as the commissioners 

accountability towards the president of the Commission, but not against the population in the 

member states. When Keohane discusses the pluralistic view of accountability he referrers to 

the American way of checks and balances63. Checks and balances is a form of separation of 

powers first founded by Baron de Montesquieu,64 and illustrates when different branches of 

governance executes control upon the others, hence they are accountable to one another. In a 

EU context one might say that this illustrates the relation between Parliament and the 

Commission. The Parliament controls the Commission much like in a usual form of 

parliamentarism, but the other institutions falls short. The ECJ has no powers of control 

towards the Commission nor the Parliament, and then it is simply not possible to say that the 

EU is ruled by constitutional checks and balances. Keohane continues by saying that besides 

the elections and the hierarchy, they have other factors which contributes to a form of 

accountability such as fiscal control, legal controls and peer reviews.65 But Keohane is not the 

only one defining different types of accountability. Bovens et al. mentions the 

                                                 
59 Peterson et al. 2003:13 
60 Keohane 2002:10 
61 Keohane 2002:13  
62 Ibid.  
63 Keohane 2002:13 
64 http://ne.se/jsp/search/article.jsp?i_art_id=165953&i_word=montesquieu&i_h_text=1&i_rphr=montesquieu 
65 Ibid.  
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vertical/horizontal relationship. In a perspective of vertical, or top down accountability, links 

the voters to the elected politicians and they in turn are linked to the executers of politics and 

frontline bureaucrats. The main problem is how the voters can be guaranteed that actors work 

in their interest and that they don’t try to maximize their political freedom by avoiding 

scrutiny. This can be achieved by a monopoly of information which in turn will benefit the 

actor.66 But this is far from the biggest problem. Voters and politicians involved in the EU is 

at great distance. And that distance keeps growing. What has been mentioned above regarding 

vertical accountability is true on a nation states basis, but the EU has added many levels on to 

this already strained relationship and the voter looses herself in the jungle of bureaucrats. 

Furthermore actors within the EU often work closely connected with other colleagues from 

other member states in the union, which makes it even more blurry when determining who is 

responsible for what.  

 

Worth mentioning is another form of accountability, the horizontal. Bovens et al. mentions 

this form as a way of overcoming the gap of the vertical kind. A horizontal accountability 

need not take form in voters towards actors, but can instead be open to a non- hierarchal way 

which would make sure that the power held by the public would always be matched by 

accountability. When saying non- hierarchal I mean that the scrutiny need not go from bottom 

to top or the other way around but can be handled in a professional manner or legal if so is 

necessary.67 In conclusion the multi level governance system leads to a feeling of being 

distant from power holders and make accountability issues that much harder and the politics 

that much more closed.   

 

4.3 Where is it at? 

So far a lot of talk about deficits in accountability. But really where is it and how do we make 

it stop? Concerns have been raised due to the lack of empirical findings and the dispersed 

debate. Sure, gaps are real and they need to be filled but how to fill them as well as ensuring 

that all dimensions of it is gone is another question. An easy mistake to make would be to 

cure the most criticized and the most visible organs and through that hush the critics. But if 

that were to be done the reasons for the effort has been forgotten.  

 

                                                 
66 Bovens et al. 2005:7 
67 Ibid. 
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Governments have a propensity of taking the front on nation state levels. The parliaments and 

the cabinets are highly visible and scrutinized by media as well as the electoral basis. This 

development has taken decades to be fulfilled and many legislative hours in the making. But 

as the national governments has moved to a European level how do these already “figured 

out” regimes and institutions handle the situation?68 Bovens et al. writes about the difficulty 

of defining when a relationship in a social context becomes subject to public accountability.  

 

But how does the relationship between an actor and a public forum (by which I mean the 

accountability givers) actually look like? Well, according to Bovens et al. the relationship is 

made out of three different steps. First and foremost the actor needs to feel liable to inform the 

forum of his/hers activities and this must take place through the providing of data and 

information regarding both the execution of tasks  and decisional processes as well as policy 

outcomes. Furthermore the forum needs to have a direct access to interrogate and question the 

information they have been given, or the legitimacy of decisions made. And last but definitely 

not least, the forum need to have and to execute the power of passing sanctions upon the 

actor.69 These sanctions may vary. They may be of an economic sort, that is the forum can 

impose fines, or it can be disciplinary or to be subjected to an electoral defeat the next time 

elections are held but it can also take form as informal punishment maybe in the form of 

negative publicity. These measurements on how to deal with improprieties is good in a 

theoretical spectra but might not be easy to carry out in ever day politics, especially not in a 

regime of different national governments.70 In a network of different responsibilities, where 

the lines between politicians and frontline bureaucrats has become fuzzy it is not always an 

easy thing determining who is the accountability holder. In the EU it is not only one 

institution that needs to be held accountable for decisions and processes, in fact we have the 

Council, the European agencies and then the European Parliament as well as the Commission. 

Besides these bodies we have groups of experts who daily make decisions for the behalf of 

the European Union population, but they are always kept in the background and thus they 

may be held accountable towards their superiors, their superiors is not necessarily accountable 

to the forum. Accountability must be said to possibly have a positive effect upon actors since 

it can be said to strengthen the awareness of the political milieu and create a form of self- 

scrutiny and increase the possibilities for political change.  

                                                 
68 Bovens et al. 2005:4 
69 Bovens et al. 2005:6 
70 Ibid. 
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The shared power between actors of different types, governmental as well as non 

governmental, leads to a scattered influence and responsibility.71 The area of accountability in 

multi level governance systems as well as in systems of global governance and networks are 

relatively new and unsearched. Most scientists have focused upon a European level and only 

examined it from the top.   

 

The manor in which politicians act and defend our interests in the making of policies is a core 

pillar in accountability. If we believe that the decisions and policies decided upon in both the 

Council as well as other more low key encounters, effect our daily lives as citizens of the 

union and we also acknowledge the fact that these European national government leaders are 

not held responsible before any institution nor European population72, then we need to 

evaluate if the accountability on national levels are enough. And if so, does this give them 

legitimacy to act on a higher level as well? Given this information one realizes that it is not 

only the clearly defined institutions in the union that suffer from a lack of accountability, in 

fact much of the politics carried out on the behalf of the institution has earlier on in the 

process been determined by the council. Hence, the institutions are mostly implementers of 

already decided upon politics. These leaders need to be subjected to scrutiny both before and 

after the main meetings are being held.  

 

But as previously stated the politicians are not the only answer in order to cure the deficit. In 

the EU many different groups of experts have a lot to say regarding many different topics. 

The Council of Ministers often uses so called technocrats, in order to make their binding and 

final decisions. But the Council is far from the only institution using technocrats. The 

Commission uses expertise to settle their differences, but the existence of scientific advisory 

committees and experts from various member states are also widely spread.73 They are given 

these tasks based upon their professional credentials, but the accountability within the expert 

world looks quite different then within the political spectra, since experts are scrutinized by 

other experts and we cannot expect an ordinary citizen to possess the knowledge required to 

hold them accountable.  

 

                                                 
71 Bovens et al. 2005:7 
72 Bovens et al. 2005:9 
73 Bovens et al.  2005:11 
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This problem has though been given quite an extensive research since it is a classic “flaw” 

within modern democracy. Experts tend to use language that exceeds the knowledge of 

ordinary people, and which does not simplify the understanding of politics, hence they create 

for themselves a place between the electoral basis and the elected politicians.74 In relation to 

the liberal democracy theory this can be said to be a complete disaster for democracy, since 

the people have not elected nor posses the exercise of accountability towards them hence it 

leans more towards a elite democracy much like the one suggested by Schumpeter. If the 

elected politicians are supposed to feel the strong responsibility of accounting their doings the 

experts or technocrats do not share that same emotion. Transparency has been suggested as a 

cure for the lack of responsibility of technocrats, but not only the availability of information 

to the voters, but also in form of interaction between voters and technocrats where they can 

make them accountable. Transparency is an important pillar within democratic theory and the 

scrutiny of leaders are essential for the survival of the modern democratic states, mostly due 

to the possibilities of questioning power holders.75  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
74 Bovens et al 2005:11  
75 Ibid.  

 28



 
 

4.3.1 Where does that leave us? 

In order to clarify the relationship inside the term accountability I have chosen to entail a 

figure from the book “Demokratirådets Rapport : demokrati utan ansvar” 

 

Model 1. Mandate 

Demands on    Pre election              Post election  

 

Voters                     The comparing of                              Guard the given          

                                         ones opinions with the party             promises 

                    programmes  

    

Politicians                    Formulate programmes                     Execute  

                    and make promises                            programmes  

 

The system                    Different programmes                       Cooperation 

                    to choose from             democracy 

 

 
Model 2. Sanction 

Demands on    Pre election             Post election  

 

Voters                   Compare the government                  Evaluate used 

                   with the opposition                            politics 

 

Politicians                   Give an account for                           Make new  

                   actual practical results                       decisions and  

                                     anticipate a reaction 

 

The system                                          Different government           Majoritarian  

                   Choices                                  democracy76

 

                                                 
76 Peterson et al. 2002:19 

 29



 
 

A democratic choice is not only the possibility of electing a government but also the ability to 

dethrone it.77 Practically this possibility is not very functioning. The models above illustrates 

the different kinds of electoral theories which both contain demands but in different ways. 

The first models shows how a representative democracy can be described as an agreement 

between opinions, which means that the politicians represent their programmes before the 

electoral basis which then votes on the programme that they mostly agree with, hence the 

politicians task is to operate according to the mandate given to them by the voters. This does 

not apply on the European Union however. In the EU today the European parliament (EP) is 

the only elected institution, but the voters awareness of its importance and its doings creates a 

low interest in voting. Not many citizens has a definite opinion on the different parties or 

politicians in the EP nor about the programmes they represent, hence the electoral 

participation is low.  The politicians main responsibility in this theory is to form programmes 

for the future, which in the EU they do not. 

 

According to the other theory, the sanction theory, representation is achieved through citizens 

reactions to the implemented politics. In short the politicians makes a number of decisions 

that the citizens estimate or judge, and by the coming elections the can impose costs upon the 

politicians by voting them “off the island”. As illustrated in the models above this calls for 

different kinds of demands on voters, politicians but on the system in itself as well. However 

in reality in the EU this theory is even more dysfunctional than the first, since the lack of 

accountability makes its entrance. Even in an institution as the EP where the members of 

Parliament are elected, the knowledge of what they do and have achieved is low, much due to 

the non transparency which makes it difficult for media to scrutinize and inform the public.    

In this theory the politicians are tested according to their capacity of to make and implement 

political decisions.78 If one perceives democracy as an agreement of opinions, then politicians 

are much more likely to look forward towards new policies while as if you choose to see 

democracy as the possibility to impose sanctions upon politicians then electors choose to look 

back a lot, on promises broken.79 Practically however these two theories are extremely 

purified and in order to have a functioning representative democracy, both ways are 

necessary. 

 

                                                 
77 Peterson et al. 2002: 17 
78 Peterson et al. 2002: 16-20 
79 Peterson et al. 2002:21 
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5. Can accountability be provided by the EU? 
Given the results found in the area of lack of accountability, below follows an account of the 

possibilities a regime with a  multi level governance has to provide accountability. 

 

As has been previously stated in the theory chapter, multi level governance poses a threat to 

the citizens powers of accountability. And with that as a backdrop one begins to realize that 

the provision of accountability is difficult in systems of global governance. Fundamentally the 

citizens hire the politicians and officials in order to protect them against oppression and 

maltreatment.80 The problem seems to be that accountability today is much of a question, or a 

conflict between, various levels of administration and the unwillingness from politicians to 

own up to responsibility81 which de facto leads to accountability. Furthermore the politicians 

both at a national and international level, must in a bigger sense analyze the conditions that 

they are faced with when having been democratically elected. Politicians should ultimately 

identify common goals and then determine the right path towards reaching them.82 Another 

pre- requisite for accountability is the politicians power to stay true to their opinions and 

hence free themselves from all that can be prejudice or conservative conventions. Another 

way of ensuring that the elected politicians follow the ways and wills of their constituencies is 

to force them, through accountability, to carefully consider the outcomes of every decision 

made. If voters are given the right to impose consequences on politicians the consideration of 

decisions will per definition be bigger.  

 

When dealing with procedure, managements by objectives instead of management by results, 

one evidently has a problem. The policy is often if not to say always, left to be implemented 

by an elite of officials who are rarely subjected to accountability issues. This is a problem of 

nation states as well but as one easily understands that the scale of the problem grows at a 

European level. One might go as far as to say that accountability has been replaced by 

deliberation, which fundamentally means that even if a regime the size of the EU must be 

ruled by elites (read politicians) the requirement for argumentation between elites and voters 

has been replaced by closed deliberation between elites.83 Technocrats working  besides the 

elected politicians need to recognize their responsibility of giving good reasons in a language 
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that the common people understand, but also explain the long term consequences their 

decisions will come to have.  

 

With the reasons accounted for in this and the previous chapter, one realizes that even if 

democracy legitimacy and accountability is notions that the EU should, and is striving 

towards the reality of the union today is that the citizens possibilities for legitimacy through 

accountability is weak. Below an account for possible solutions will be given 

 

5.1 Proposed solutions and the future 

Many voices have been raised in anger towards the unions lack of democratic legitimacy but 

not quite as many solutions. However there have been suggestions on different ways of 

reorganizing the institutions in order to promote legitimacy and accountability. The first one 

that must be said to be the core stone in democratic theory worldwide, is to increase the 

electoral vote of the EU institutions. The EP is not enough to ensure a legitimate rule 

especially since the elections to the same hardly can be said to be legitimate, and its powers 

relatively weak. But if elections were to be expanded to other institutions as well, the 

European Commission for example, than that would make way for the possibility of 

accountability.84 The citizens of the union must, as a part of the extended elections be more 

involved in the everyday policy processes of the union which might just be the biggest 

problem. As it is today the citizens are far from the procedure of decision making which 

makes elections unnecessary, and if the elections of the Commission will be like the EP:s the 

need for it is gone. 

 

Harlow and Rawlings present three main solutions to the problem. The first one is to replicate 

the nation states structure on a European level in order to increase the democratic legitimacy, 

since it is by many held in higher esteem than in the EU. This would, in large, create a 

government instead of a governance and the first step in this direction is the European 

Constitution which would built a Union with federal features but this is yet to be ratified. The 

accountability gaps would then be filled by gradual and particular integration by legislation, 

hence the shift of functions from nation states to supranational levels would be bridged by 

new institutions.85  

 

                                                 
84 Peterson et al. 2002:137 
85 Harlow Rawlings 2007:543 
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Secondly, another problem has been brought to life by scientists such as Lodge who claims 

that national governments denied the parliaments control over executives, which has made it 

easier for Council members to escape the scrutiny and control which is the parliaments 

constitutional right. The solution to this has been to simply transfer operations carried out by 

the EU to other agencies which are far from their publics.86  

 

Another strategy of approach is to strengthen features in the EU towards the American way of 

checks and balances. The US has an extensive legislation regarding the control of other 

institutions. Even if regulatory theory often is based on bipolar relation between regulators 

and regulated, and might be drawn towards the hierarchal form of accountability it is still 

better than the utter lack experienced today. This form of self regulatory accountability can be 

seen as a substitute for public accountability but can still be a strong supplement when public 

accountability still seems far away.  

 

The European Ombudsman has a great task. However unrecognized by many. His task is 

simply enough to ensure a democratically legitimate way of complaining of the 

administrations execution of policy. But if we want to be able to execute this power than we 

need to recognize the need for increased means to the EO. A budget of a paltry 8 million 

Euros a year and a staff of only 60, no one can expect much results to come from that 

institution and one might say that this is the most important institution regarding our 

democratic protection against governance officials. In conclusion, if the written but not yet 

ratified constitution does not pass we will not be able to see a difference anytime soon 

regarding increased accountability.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
86 Harlow Rawlings 2007:543 

 33



 
 

6. Conclusions 
What then to say in conclusion of this evaluation of the EU:s possibilities of providing 

citizens with accountability? In my opinion the EU is in need of creating a bigger awareness 

of its policy and its importance on everyday life for citizens in the Union. By doing so it 

would provide for a higher level of democracy and the citizens possibility of taking part in 

policy creating which in turn would lead to accountability demands. The elections for the EP 

needs to be made more accessible and understandable for the citizens and an increase in 

directly elected institutions would be preferable. The lack of interest from citizens is 

according to me much due to the lack of accountability prospects when policy creating in the 

EU is far from the people. The yet to be ratified constitution might be a way of achieving 

more distinct responsibility areas and hence make the process of accountability easier. And 

even if democracy with all its criteria is a global ideal, it is not likely to take place in the near 

future. The global governance society, with all its forms, is here to stay but democratic 

accountability will not become a set of global or network governance anytime soon. The issue 

of responsibility and visibility as has been stated previously, is made increasingly more 

difficult with the different levels of multi level governance and the impact on citizens is, I 

fear, more severe than most people realize. It is my belief that there are no reason, at least not 

sufficient ones, to why multi level governance networks cannot be held accountable, however 

a vast organizational change needs to take place in order to achieve it. Many of the 

suggestions made to cure the lack are in deed good, but in reality hard to impose. I believe 

that in our time a total democratic rule in multi level governance networks is highly desirable, 

although a utopia for coming generations to implement.  
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