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SESSION I – FUNDAMENTALS OF FEDERALISM 

 

Speakers: 

 Luisa TRUMELLINI, Secretary-General, Movimento Federalista Europeo 

 GIUSEPPE MARTINICO, Associate Professor of Comparative Public law at the Scuola Superiore 

Sant'Anna of Pisa and Fellow at the Centro Studi sul Federalimo of Turin 

 ALBERTO MARTINELLI, Professor Emeritus of Political Science and Sociology at the University 

of Milan 

 ROBERTO CASTALDI, Director of CESUE (Centre for European and Global Governance) and 

Associate Professor of Political Theory at eCampus University 

 FEDERICO OTTAVIO REHO, Research Officer at the Wilfried Martens Centre for European 

Studies, Brussels 

 

Achieving peace is a fundamental feature of federalism. Federalism as a political theory approaches 

the concept of peace in a radically different way than all other political theories. Besides recognising 

that the roots of war are in international anarchy and nationalism (homo homini lupus), it proposes an 

ethics of international responsibility to regulate international affairs. In this sense for the European 

Federalists, Luisa Trumellini said, the world federation is a regulating principle and longer-term 

objective. European federalists know that the world federation is not for today, but it is a key long-

term principle for sustainable peace in the world. The same kind of ethical responsibility, Mrs. 

Trumellini added, must find its expression in the internal organisation of the European Union. A viable 

way to concretely keep together unity and diversity in Europe must be found. Turning Europe into a 

federal union would ensure the right allocation of democratic sovereignty at the right level and 

therefore good governance.  

However, professor Martinico pointed out that it would be difficult for the European Union to identify 

one of the already existing federal models that satisfies all the EU’s specificities. It is in general difficult 

to make a complete legal theory of federalism, because existing federations present too many 

differences. In particular, prof. Martinico warned from falling into the trap theoretical loop of finding 

precise distinctions between federal and confederal models. Indeed, the Swiss constitution defines 

Switzerland as a confederation at the beginning, but then it refers to the “Swiss federal level” in some 

of its articles. It is probably impossible to draw a legal line between federal and confederal models, 

which depend rather on politics and public perception of the decision-making. 

Politics and their perception are indeed of crucial importance for the democratic sustainability of the 

federal polity. In this sense Trumellini added that in its current state the EU endangers democracy 

because its institutional architecture does not allow for citizens’ expectations to be met or even fully 

expressed, thus providing fertile ground for populism and euroscepticism.  

Prof. Martinelli provided participants with several elements to understand better what populism is and 

how it works. Modern European populism, he said, is not anti-democratic in itself. It is a political 

strategy which uses democracy and grows in the shadows of democracy. Populists normally argue that 

they are the true representatives of democracy. Their rise happens in a democratic way, but they are 

against constitutionalism and pluralism, as they tend to consider that “their” people can act beyond 

the limits of the constitutions. Populists treat the people as one, but they adopt arbitrary criteria to 

establish who the people are. Sometimes elites or intellectuals are cut out from the group of “the 

people”. In some other cases it can be foreigners, or immigrants. In this sense, populism can very easily 

blended with nationalism. The reason why populism in modern Europe could spread so much is that 
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many different elements affected the society at the same time, indirectly increasing people’s fear and 

need of protection. These elements are (1) the economic crisis, (2) the unprecedented extent of 

globalisation, (3) the digital revolution and (4) the movement of masses of people.    

 

Is federalism the right model for European integration?  

Both Prof. Castaldi and Mr. Reho agreed that federalism is the objective European integration should 

head to. Prof. Castaldi pointed out that European federalism cannot be limited to the use of the 

community method, as it implies some measure of intergovernmentalism. Instead, the European 

federation (whatever its name) should be structured as a multi-level system of democratic governance 

based on both subsidiarity and unity (unity meaning the institutional ability to decide and act together, 

not just the mere fact of being together). As regards the federal forms of government, there can be 

several options: (1) a parliamentary government (which seems less likely after the rejection of 

transnational electoral lists in the European Parliament in February 2018), (2) a presidential system, 

with direct election of one president common to both the European Commission and European Council 

and (3) a semi-presidential system, involving a more political Commission, more control powers for the 

Parliament and a collective presidency by the European Council.  

Mr. Reho brought the attention to the question of which model of federal union is both desirable and 

possible for Europe, also taking all its member states’ current political differences into account. In 

particular, he questioned that an “ever closer union” would be the most suitable direction of European 

integration. As an alternative model, he proposed a European integration where there is “as much 

union as necessary, as little union as possible”. Indeed, also considering the traditional goals of the 

European project (peace, security, prosperity and identity), he defended the idea that integration 

should refocus on core areas of traditional federal competence (i.e. foreign and defence policy, border 

control and four freedoms), while maintaining a strict subsidiarity on cultural and other issues. As a 

possible name for this model he suggested “federal union of states” rather than “federal state”, as the 

latter would be politically less acceptable to European decision-makers.   
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SESSION II – FEDERALISM AT NATIONAL LEVEL 

 

The case of Switzerland, by Gilbert CASASUS, Professor of European Studies and Director of the Centre 

for European Studies of the University of Fribourg 

Prof. Casasus explained how the Swiss model of double majority (i.e. majority of cantons combined 

with the majority of citizens) could be good for the European Union if suitably embedded in its 

decision-making processes. 

However, he also warned of the possible shortcomings of this system. For instance, in the event of a 

Swiss accession to the EU, it may happen that the majority of the Swiss people votes in favour of the 

accession, but then accession does not happen because the majority of cantons, unwilling to give up 

local power, votes against it. In this sense, the federal system of Switzerland itself would be an obstacle 

to EU accession. Local interests might prevail on the general interest as expressed by the people 

themselves. 

Nonetheless, a model of national referenda on EU-wide issues like those held in France and the 

Netherlands in 2005 cannot fit to a polity such as the EU. A matter like the EU Constitution should not 

have been decided only by the people of 2 single countries. EU-wide issues require really EU-wide 

referenda. This said, the very nature of the European Union requires the EU to come up with its own 

federal way, it cannot just import and transpose a pre-made model from elsewhere, it is too different 

from any other polity in the world.  

 

The case of the United States, Paolo VACCA, Secretary-General, UEF 

Mr. Vacca explained how federal States undergo evolutions that change their structure throughout 

their history. Market, society, geopolitical factors and internal political dynamics can also change 

federal States radically. This is what happened throughout the history of the United State of America 

and what to some extent may be expected to happen to the European Union. For the USA in particular, 

Mr. Vacca argued that three different phases of its federal history can be singled out: (1) foundation, 

(2) consolidation between 1789 and 1900 and (3) transformation from 1900 to nowadays.  

Looking at the most recent outcomes of the transformation of the US federal system, the EU can learn 

a number of lessons. For instance, the US has a system of solidarity among citizens, whereas in Europe 

we are building a system of solidarity among States, which has already shown shortcomings that cost 

a lot for some EU citizens. In Europe, if a country goes bankrupt, the burden falls mostly on its citizens. 
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On the contrary, if a US state goes bankrupt, it is politically and legally easier to let it go into default 

without putting into question the existence of the federal level, as its citizens will anyhow benefit from 

federal social welfare schemes. The US does not have a fully-fledged transfer union (although the 

federal income tax has some elements of it), but have social welfare at federal level.  

A second aspect Europe should reflect on is corporate tax regime. In the US, tax competition among 

member states is not an issue given that, with a few exceptions, all companies are subjected to the 

same universal corporate income tax, no matter where they create their added value/income. 

A third aspect regards the relationship between the federal system and the states. In the US the federal 

level sets policy programmes which member state can opt to implement. In the case they do so, the 

receive federal grant-financing to so implement them. However, in recent US history there has been a 

growing use of “unfunded mandates”, meaning that the federal government requires member states 

to implement decisions without providing any ad-hoc funding to ensure implementation. This is a new 

trend in the relations between the US federal level and its members.  

In general, it has to be considered that federal states have to find periodically new bases for their 

federal compromise. In US history there have been several of these periods. For example, from its 

foundation, the American Economic and Monetary Union took more than a century to take its current 

shape.  

 

The case of Germany, Otto SCHMUCK, Vice President of the UEF 

Mr Schmuck outlined the main features of the federal system in Germany, starting from the historical 

purposes underpinning its foundation, i.e. avoiding a too centralised government, which was feared to 

constitute fertile ground for a centralistic dictatorship. The most important features of the German 

political system are the following: 

1) The German Basic Law (Grundgesetz) strictly limits the powers of the federal level, although 

federal law is above Länder’s law to ensure “equitable living conditions” throughout the whole 

federal territory. 

2) Regarding division of competences the Basic Law differs exclusive legislation from concurrent 

legislation and sets out which areas belong to which procedure. All competences not 

mentioned in this repartition belong to the Länder. This is how the decentralization of powers 

and mechanisms of checks and balances are ensured in the German federal system. This 

system served as a blueprint for the Lisbon Treaty. 

3) Unlike in other federal States, decentralisation in Germany is multidimensional, meaning that 

the centres of power (political, financial, economic and cultural) are spread across several 

major cities. 

4) The Bundesrat ensures that the Länder can participate in the federal legislative process, its 

administration and in matters concerning the European Union. The representation of the 

Länder in the Bundesrat is unequal, resulting from a political compromise. 

5) Financial equalisation systems at the federal level involve transfers via the social insurance 

systems. The unemployment insurance is meant to function as an automatic stabiliser. 
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The case of Spain, Joan BOTELLA, Dean of the Faculty of Political and Social Sciences of the Autonomous 

University of Barcelona and President of Federalistes d'Esquerres 

Prof. Botella discussed with participants the so-called “Paradox of federalism”: on the one hand 

federalism offers a potentially suitable frame to keep several communities together, on the other hand 

it provides possible ways for those communities to drift further apart from each other. Federalism, he 

argued, requires 3 things: 

1) Recognition between pre-existing communities as equals. 

2) Resources. Their allocation in the federation cannot be fixed once and for all, the allocation 

agreements have to be revised periodically, sometimes on different political 

compromises/bases. 

3) Responsibility. Each territorial level must be responsible for the actions it wishes to implement 

and for the resources it needs to do so. It must be responsible also towards its peers and 

towards the federal level. 

 

Looking at recent developments in Spain, Prof. Botella pointed out that there has never been a 

successful secession from a democratic polity. The most successful example is the departure of Norway 

from Sweden at the beginning of the 19th century, but in that case the links between Sweden and 

Norway were already much looser than any other modern federation, thus it is hard to consider this a 

fully-fledged secession. Throughout history, new States emerged only from the breaking up of previous 

structures (for example: Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia). 
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SESSION III – FEDERALISM AT EUROPEAN LEVEL 

 
Speakers: 

 GIULIA ROSSOLILLO, Professor of EU Law at the University of Pavia 

 ELMAR BROK, Member of the European Parliament, President of the Union of European 

Federalists 

 SIETSE WIJNSMA, Policy Advisor on Constitutional Affairs to the ALDE Group in the European 

Parliament 

 FABIO MASINI, Professor of Theories and History of International Economic Relations at the 

University of Roma Tre  

 CHRISTOPHER GLÜCK, President of the Young European Federalists 

 BRANDO BENIFEI, Member of the European Parliament, Vice President of the European 

Movement International 

 

 

What federal model for Europe? The Institutions 

Too many questions cannot be addressed by member states alone and this is the reason why the EU 

should evolve along federal lines, Elmar Brok stated. In order to do so, it is fundamentally important 

that EU institutions undergo overdue reforms to make them more transparent and political, some of 

which can be implemented even without requiring Treaty change. For instance, at the next European 

elections, it must be ensured that the President of the European Commission is elected through the 

election of the European Parliament. This will open up the European elections and increase turn out. 

Prof. Rossolillo argued in favour of a more radical stance towards EU reforms, which should include 

Treaty revision if EU institutions are to become really more suitable for a federal and democratic 

decision-making. Indeed, she highlighted that the Council currently has both legislative and executive 

powers, the Commission is not a real government (due to lack of competences and an inefficient 

composition) and every time there is a national election, big decisions affecting the EU are basically 

blocked. 

Mr. Wijnsma agreed that to solve these issues fully, Treaty change is required. Particular attention, he 

added, should be given to ways to include national parliaments in the decision making at EU level. They 

currently have mostly a negative role to play in the EU decision-making procedures, but a mechanism 

such as a green card for parliaments on specific legislation fields may prove positive overall. Instead, 

Prof. Rossolillo proposed a different model for including national parliaments, i.e. letting them elect 

their own representatives into a European senate which should replace, in a federal Europe, the 

Council of the EU. 

Nevertheless, all speakers agreed that the European Commission should be established over a 

parliamentary coalition. Enhanced parliamentarism could change the dynamics there are right now in 

the European Parliament, where coalitions are mostly built around pro-European and anti-European 

lines, thus tending to reduce the debate to the issue of more or less Europe. Instead, in the Parliament 

European political parties should fight over substantive policies. 
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What federal model for Europe? Economic and social policies 

Sovereignty is usually thought as a zero-sum game, where a re-

distribution of competences towards one level of government 

implies less power to others. Instead, Prof. Masini showed, 

sovereignty should be conceived as a positive-sum game, since 

in order to satisfy citizens’ needs sometimes specific 

competences need to be transferred to several levels of 

governance, otherwise the required goods would not be 

delivered. In the particular case of Europe, for the EU to be able 

to deliver public goods, parts of both stabilisation and 

redistribution policies need to be allocated to the federal level, 

which should also be able to provide a Europe-wide legal 

framework for some industrial sectors (communication, 

transport, energy, R&I) in order to allow for economies of 

scale. 

It is crucial to strike the right political balance between responsibility and solidarity to find the right 

equilibrium in the allocation of stabilisation and redistribution competences, added Mr. Glück. 

However, in order to do so, it is first and foremost necessary to abandon the mainstream dichotomy 

between responsibility and solidarity. It is not needed to choose either one or the other of these 

concepts, Mr. Glück explained, but rather to find the best way to combine them. 

Mr. Benifei agreed that perceiving the problem as a dichotomy 

will not help in solving it, rather the contrary, but he warned 

that political discussions meant to determine the right balance 

will not be easy. From his point of view, the key value that can 

help solving the issue is “trust”. Trust is the key to the 

completion of the Economic and Monetary Union. However, a 

further problem is that trust is politically framed in very 

different ways across countries. Mr. Benifei also agreed with 

Prof. Rossolillo and Mr. Wijnsma on the need for Treaty change 

to obtain a federal Europe, although he stressed that in the next 

Treaty, special provisions for social rights in the EU (like those 

now listed in the European Pillar of Social Rights) should be 

annexed to primary law, potentially in the form of a protocol. 
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SESSION IV – FEDERALISM AT GLOBAL LEVEL 

 
Speakers: 

 PILAR LLORENTE RUIZ DE AZUA, Member of the Federal Committee of the UEF 

 SUSANNA CAFARO, Professor of European Law at Università del Salento, Author of the blog 
“Supranational Democracy”  

 ANDREAS BUMMEL, Director of Democracy Without Borders and of the international 
campaign for a United Nations Parliamentary Assembly 

 
Perspectives for federalism at global level: Challenges, Alternatives, Opportunities 
 

World Federalism aims at creating a global order that would 

guarantee international peace and justice. Two lines of action 

arose from the 1947 declaration of Montreux: transforming the 

UN into a federal government and preparing a constituent 

assembly to draw up a federal constitution. Those lines are still 

relevant nowadays, explained Pilar Llorente, with increasingly 

global current societal challenges that are tackled by mainly 

national political systems. 

A global community emerged but is now lacking democratic 

representation. In this view, said Mrs Llorente, the EU can be 

seen as a meaningful and successful experiment of global 

democracy at the regional level. 

Professor Cafaro from the University of Salento pursued by stressing the supranational rather than 

international nature of the European Union. Such a system is an alternative to inherently undemocratic 

international organisations, recognizing the rights of their members (usually states) rather than 

individuals. Mrs Cafaro invites us to consider a model for an efficient supranational democracy that 

founded onto three pillars, i.e. legitimacy, accountability and inclusiveness. 

Andreas Bummel, Council member of the World Federalist Movement (WFM), remarked in the current 

global situation democracy in the world is declining. Nevertheless, there are windows of opportunity 

in order to push the world federalist agenda, as shows the example of the International Criminal Court, 

created despite all odds. The WFM aims to switch paradigm from international law to world law, and 

to replace states by citizens as the key unit in the framework of a world democracy. The overall mind-

set behind this rationale is to oppose the “raison d’humanité” to the “raison d’Etat” and to fill the 

governance vacuum at the global level. 
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