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Introduction 

 The  European Union remains one of the most controversial political projects in the 

modern world.  It is usually portrayed as a symbol of European unity: the triumph of 

voluntarily shared sovereignty over excessive nationalism, ideological division and imperial 

ambition.1  Herman Van Rompuy2 once said that: “The age of the nation state is over and the 

idea that countries can stand alone is an ‘illusion’ and a ‘lie”3. One of the most Eurosceptic 

politicians, Nigel Farage, the leader of the United Kingdom Independence Party claims the 

opposite, i.e. that European Union is a “bureaucratic monster” and is a fraud on all European 

nations, and hence should be abolished. 4 The opinions about European Union, and its 

influence on national policy, are then very divided. In many states the euroscepticism is 

caused  exactly by the fear of limiting national sovereignty, in others it is caused by the 

enlargement process and fear of losing influence on EU for the sake of smaller countries.5   

 How do we then define “national sovereignty”? By most basic terms, it is the ability 

of the nation to exercise independent political power on the given territory. European Union 

is a multinational political and economic union which developed over the last 65 years. 

Although it started just as a European Coal and Steel Community6, it developed into a 27 

states-big political entity that has competency in over 30 policy areas.7 In strictly absolute 

terms, there is then no doubt that European Union undermines sovereignty of the member 

states, since so many policies are negotiated and implemented arbitrarily. However, such an 

approach omits the very important issue of the nature and degree of restrictions imposed by 

European Union on the nations states.  

 The aim of this essay is to evaluate the nature and degree to which EU undermines 

national sovereignty. The work will include analysis of the Lisbon treaty that established the 

modern order of affairs. Then, the extent of powers of the European institutions, and their 

influence on national politics, will be evaluated. All of these arguments will hopefully allow 

us to find the answers to all the controversies.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Dinan, Desmond. (2004) Europe Recast. Palgrave Macmillan, p.xiii 

2
 The President of the European Council 

3
 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1328568/Nation-states-dead-EU-chief-says-belief-countries-stand-

lie.html- 11.11.2010 
4
 http://www.ukip.org/page/truth 

5
 Cowles, Maria. Dinan, Desmond (2004). Developments in the European Union, Palgrave Macmillan, p.66-67 

6
 Consisting of only 6 states and engaging only in the market for coal and steel 

7
 Bache, Ian, Bulmer, Simon, George, Stephen. (2011) Politics in the European Union, 3

rd
 edition, Oxford 

University Press, p.351-352 
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The Treaty of Lisbon  

  

 The entity known as European Union is ,from the legal point, more recent than most 

people realise. The current union was created and operates under the Treaty of Lisbon, that 

was drafted in October 2007. Then, after it was approved by all 27 national parliaments and 

accepted by peoples in the referenda, it came into force in December 2009. 8 The treaty, 

however, came to life as a result of an enormous controversy caused by the original project- 

the European Constitution. If it wasn’t rejected in the referendum by France and 

Netherlands, the EU law would be supreme over national law and the vast powers would be 

held in the hands of the “EU foreign minister” . In that case, the European Union would be 

one step closer to becoming a federal construct similar to the United States of America. 

However, due to French and Dutch rejection, and amendments proposed by the UK, Polish 

and Czech governments, the Constitution Treaty went over slight, but very important 

corrections. 9 

 Although the most controversial aspects of the initial treaty were dropped10, most of 

the provisions were retained in  the Lisbon Treaty.11  First of all, the three-pillar structure of 

the European Union, established by the Maastricht treaty in 1992,  has been abolished.12 As 

the result of the unification of all three pillars, the European Union gained much vote in 

internal cases of the member-states. First of all, the European Parliament gained much 

strength relating the budgetary policies, as well as agricultural, transport, asylum and 

immigration policies. 13 Besides of that, however, the EU saves exclusive competence only in 

the strictly economic matters.14 However, most of these powers were already present in the 

European Community. However, since the European “Constitution” failed to be 

implemented in its original form, all other policies regarding national governments are either 

shared, co-ordinated or supported, in terms of competence, by the EU.  For instance, 

member state’s economic, employment and social policies are independent of the EU and 

                                                           
8
 Bache, Ian, Bulmer, Simon, George, Stephen. Ibid. p. 212 

9
 Dinan, Desmond. (2004) Europe Recast. Palgrave Macmillan, p.325, p.332 

10
 Bache, Ian, Bulmer, Simon, George, Stephen. Op.cit. p. 213:  i.a. the name “constitution”, the post of “EU 

minister, and the supremacy of the EU law over national law 
11

 Bache, Ian, Bulmer, Simon, George, Stephen , Op.cit, p.213 
12

 P.Lynch, N.Neuwahl, W.Rees, (2000) Reforming the European Union - from Maastricht to Amsterdam. 
Longman, p.113-130: The three-pillar system composed of: European Community, which was the economic 
community and the only one among the pillars with legal personality, Common Foreign and Security Policy, and 
Police and Judicial Co-operation in Criminal Matters. The European Community acted also as a blueprint for 
post-Lisbon EU, since the latter incorporated former’s institutions, like European Parliament, Commission, 
Council or Court of Justice.    
13

 Bache, Ian, Bulmer, Simon, George, Stephen , Ibid, p.213-214 
14

 Cowles, Maria. Dinan, Desmond (2004). Developments in the European Union, Palgrave Macmillan, p.50-52: 
such as the monetary policy of the Eurozone countries, common commercial policy, competition rules for 
internal market and conservation of marine biological resources. 
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can only be co-ordinated.15 Policies concerning human health, education, culture, industry, 

tourism or administration remain under full governance of the national governments. 16 

 What then does the Lisbon Treaty really implement? The member-states keep a high 

degree of national sovereignty in terms of both internal and external policies. What the 

European Union really represent is a very tight economic cooperation.  What the critics of 

the European Union seem to forget is that it offers several privileges for national 

sovereignty. In a small range of policies it ensures that the member state can oppose the 

European legislation, if it sees it as a threat to national sovereignty. Finally, even the 

European Commission’s power was reduced, as its proposals can be rejected by the appeal 

of 1/3 of national governments.  The competences of the EU institutions will be discussed in 

more detail in the following chapter.  

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
15

 BBC News: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/6901353.stm : for example Poland won an opt-out 
from the Charter of Fundamental Rights to keep the national control over the family issues and morality, while 
UK has secured a written guarantee that the Charter cannot be used by the European Court to alter British 
labour law. 
16

 Bache, Ian, Bulmer, Simon, George, Stephen . Ibid. p.248 
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European institutions  

  

 After the Lisbon Treaty came to operation the following institutions became the base 

for the whole European Union: the European Commission, the European Council, the Council 

of Ministers, the EU parliament and the European Court of Justice.17 The structure and 

extend of power of each of these institutions is very different. In assessing the degree of 

influence of these institutions on national sovereignty one must evaluate the key issues 

concerning these institutions, that is: (a) whether the national governments are equally 

represented, so that no one can exercise superior position; (b) do all states have the equal 

vote; (c) can states resist or influence the European legislation.   

 The European Commission consists of 27 commissioners, each representing the 

member state. It is a body that holds several key functions, i.a. is the formal initiator of 

legislative drafts and the budget, but acts also as a mediator between member governments 

or between other European institutions when there are issues concerning particular 

legislation bills. Its main role ,however, is executing already approved decisions. Although it 

holds the executive power in the EU, it only supervises the member states to implement 

policies they earlier committed to do.18 It is The Council of Europe that define political 

priorities of the European Union. It is convent of the heads of governments of the member 

states that take place four times a year. It has no legal power, but is forced under the Lisbon 

Treaty to define the political priorities for the union.19 All issues, plans for resolving the crisis 

or the ideas to alter or change current treaties- all of these are discussed and decided by the 

Council of Europe. However, just as the recent events have shown, no law can be forced 

upon a country if it does not express its consent.20 The last institution that assures equal 

representation of all member states is the European Court of Justice. Each state supplies its 

representative for a six-year period. Although the court may intervene and judge in the 

internal cases of the member states, its jurisdiction is actually only restricted to assessing 

whether member states keep their part of the obligations presented in various treaties and 

commitments.21 Hence the European Commission, the Council of Europe and European 

Court of Justice do not undermine national sovereignty.  

The Council of Ministers, although consists of the representatives of the member 

states-ministers, is drastically different from the already mentioned institutions. That is 

because there is inequality of votes assigned to member states.22 The system of qualified 

majority voting adjusts the value of a vote depending on a country’s population. What’s 

                                                           
17

 Bache, Ian, Bulmer, Simon, George, Stephen. (2011) Politics in the European Union, 3
rd

 edition, Oxford 
University Press, p.229 
18

 Ibid. p.270 
19

 Op.cit. p 274-275 
20

 Cowles, Maria. Dinan, Desmond (2004). Developments in the European Union, Palgrave Macmillan, p. 67 
21

 Bache, Ian, Bulmer, Simon, George, Stephen. ibid. p. 230 
22

 See Appendix- Table 1 and Table 2 
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more, it acts as a legislative body in the EU. That is why high populated countries, especially 

the France and Germany, may force the legislation despite the opposition of other countries. 

However, for a legislation proposal to pass, the 2/3 majority must  approve it and a 

minimum of 255 votes (out of 345) must be cast in favour.23 As a result it is more difficult for 

big countries such as Germany, Spain or France to force a legislation that would hit smaller 

or poorer countries. Although tyranny of majority is possible, it is very limited. Finally, the 

proposal can be blocked by the veto of at least 4 countries. Hence, national governments 

have a lot of space for amending the European legislation process. EU parliament is an 

institution that also undermine national sovereignty. First of all, the number of seats are 

distributed according to population 24, so Germany is stronger than for example Malta, 

Greece and Lithuania combined, which may be used as exercising greater power over these 

countries.  
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 Op.cit- 233 
24

 See appendix- Table 3 
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Conclusion  

 The essay has proved that membership of the European Union limits the national 

sovereignty, but only in certain policies and with a profitable trade-off. First of all, the Treaty 

of Lisbon specifies very accurately which policy areas remain under direct European Union’s 

supervision, and which are mostly or completely left to national governments. As a result, 

states still have full control of their policies concerning health care, education, culture, and 

social policies and many more. What really is taken from the members of the European 

Union is economic independence, although in the globalised world this is hardly possible. 

However, it is important to remember, that renouncing by member states their economic 

sovereignty has been done voluntarily in the face of enormous economic advantages. 25  The 

analysis of European Institutions has shown that even in the policy areas that are under 

direct European supervision, the states are either checked for the implementation of the 

laws that they have already agreed to, or have certain degree of influence on the policies of 

EU. However, the structure of the Council of Ministers and of European Parliament, that are 

based on the primacy of democratical representation rather than national representation, 

truly undermine national sovereignty in the European decision making.  
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 Cowles, Maria. Dinan, Desmond (2004). Developments in the European Union, Palgrave Macmillan. p.7 
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Appendix:   

All information comes form Bache, Ian, Bulmer, Simon, George, Stephen. (2011) Politics in 

the European Union, 3rd edition, Oxford University Press 

Table 1 

Policy areas covered by qualified majority voting 
in Council of ministers 

After Maastricht: 
-environment 
-development and co-operation 
-free movement of workers 

After Treaty of Amsterdam: 
-freedom and establishment 
-equal treatment of men and women 
-internal market 
-public health 
-consumer protection 
-customs co-operation 
-combating fraud 
-mutual recognition and qualifications 
-the framework programs for research and 
development  

After the Lisbon Treaty: 
-energy security 
-emergency humanitarian aid 
-social security  
-intellectual property  
-specific areas of judicial and police co-operation 

 

Table 2  

Weighting of national votes under the qualified majority voting 

Austria 10 Hungary 12 Slovakia 7 

Belgium 12 Ireland 7 Slovenia 4 

Bulgaria 10 Italy 29 Spain 27 

Cyprus 10 Latvia  Sweden 10 

Czech Republic 12 Lithuania 7 UK 29 

Denmark 7 Luxembourg 4  

Estonia 4 Malta 3  

Finland 7 Netherlands 13  

France 29 Poland 27  

Germany 29 Portugal 12  

Greece 12 Romania 14 Total 345 
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Table 3  

Distribution of Seats in the EU parliament 

Austria 19 Germany 96 Netherlands 26 

Belgium 22 Greece 22 Poland 51 

Bulgaria 18 Hungary 22 Portugal 22 

Cyprus 6 Ireland 12 Romania 33 

Czech Republic 22 Italy 73 Slovakia 13 

Denmark 13 Latvia 9 Slovenia 8 

Estonia 6 Lithuania 12 Spain 54 

Finland 13 Luxembourg 6 Sweden 20 

France 74 Malta 6 UK 73 

  Total: 751 
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