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Aim and description of the workshop 
 
This workshop is entitled “Executive Accountability in the EU: Can the EU Learn from the US or 

Canada?”. It is milestone nr. 11 of the research project “EU3D – Differentiation, Dominance, 

Democracy”. Organized within work package (WP) nr. 3 on “EU external differentiation”, it also draws 

on the research that is conducted under WP nr. 2 on “EU internal differentiation”. Comparing the EU 

with other political entities will improve our knowledge and understanding of the EU’s patterns and 

processes of differentiation.  

More specifically, the aim of the workshop is to compare the EU with two federal polities – the US as a 

federal union and Canada as a federal state – in order to understand the nature of executive 

accountability in these three political systems. We are particularly interested in how each political 

system’s patterns and processes of differentiation shape and condition the prospects for executive 

accountability. With patterns and processes of differentiation we refer to the executive’s relation to 

legislative, judicial and expertocratic bodies; the executive’s functional realm of action; the executive’s 

role within the multilevel system of territorial governing; and the nature and degree of hierarchical 

governing. All of these factors have implications for accountability, which is about making and holding 

to account. Lack of accountability is associated with dominance, understood as arbitrary and illicit rule, 

whereas an executive that is subject to democratic control and authorization is democratically 

legitimated. Account-making is a vital prerequisite for proper accountability: we need a viable account 

to relate to if we are to render explicit the conditions under which differentiation is conducive to 

democracy and when it is not. Equally, we need to specify what qualifies as an EU-account in order to 

render clear how and in what sense we can compare federal systems such as the US and Canada with 

the EU.  

The relationship between differentiation and executive accountability is complex and multifaceted. All 

political systems are differentiated, and the very division in executive, legislative and judicial functions 

is a major safeguard against executive dominance, hyper-juridification and ungovernability (as would 

for instance be the case when the executive is overpowered by a legislature torn by internal strife and 

rivalry). Political systems and federal states vary considerably in how these patterns of differentiation 

are organized and conducted. At the same time, the EU, which is neither a state nor an international 

organization, raises distinct questions and challenges pertaining to the relationship between executive 
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accountability and differentiation because the EU deviates from prevailing patterns along all three 

dimensions of functional, territorial and hierarchical ordering of rule. For one, the EU executive is 

located within several institutions with executive functions: the European Council, the Commission and 

the Council of Ministers (in certain functional capacities). Further, the pattern of hierarchical governing 

varies with functional realm: internal market policies, characterized by sharing of sovereignty and the 

centrality of supranational institutions, has different accountability mechanisms compared to a wide 

range of fiscal and economic, as well as security policies where Member States (MS) pool their 

sovereignty within intergovernmental institutions. In addition, the EU institutions’ territorial reach 

varies with function. That implies for instance that only 19 of the EU’s member states are part of the 

Eurozone, and non-members (EEA states notably) are included in the EU’s internal market and the EU’s 

system of external border controls.  

The structure and dynamics of executive accountability affect the legitimacy of the decisions that the 

institutions take. Given that there are important distinctive features of the EU, we need to render clear 

to what extent these features might trigger forms of dominance and what the prospects are for 

rendering these arrangements democratically accountable. Given the central role of the executive in 

any system of governing this is a critically important undertaking.  

The workshop starts with an overview of account-making and the implications for comparison. We are 

interested in clarifying the relationship between differentiation and executive accountability in the EU, 

Canada and the US, with due attention to actual practice, including integration dynamics. To this end, 

the distinction between federal unions as originating from the aggregation of previously independent 

states is useful, especially if opposed to federal states as the outcome of a disaggregation of previously 

independent states. The US resembles the former, Canada is a complex mixture, whereas the EU is 

(similar to) a federal union. 

In order to understand the relationship between executive accountability and differentiation we need 

to keep in mind that the EU has undergone a structural mutation in connection with the most recent 

crises, from the euro crisis to the COVID-19 pandemic. Intrinsic to that is a strengthened role of the 

European Council, the EU’s key executive that is at the same time least directly situated in any 

accountability structure. That needs to be considered in relation to the fact that accountability is 

multifaceted and has different manifestations depending on functional realm and type of body 
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involved. Two relevant dimensions are what we may term judicial accountability, and “expertocratic 

accountability”. Both are of relevance in federal polities because a “central” court assures compliance 

with federal/supranational legislation. Moreover, monetary policy is usually delegated to a federal 

central bank whose decisions directly affect all citizens. Thus, the question of how to make judicial and 

expert bodies accountable is important, both with regard to each individual body and with regard to 

the overarching structure of accountability relations.  

As noted above, in a differentiated regime, mechanisms of accountability vary depending on policy 

fields and institutions involved. In the EU context that is readily apparent in the realm of core-state 

powers, i.e. those policy fields perceived to be at the core of national sovereignty. The discussion of 

executive accountability must then take into account both horizontal functional and vertical – 

multilevel – territorial dynamics.  

The issue areas that make up the realm of core state powers are of high salience and are politically 

sensitive, which is the reason why member states only reluctantly accept to delegate (and not transfer) 

them to the EU. Delegation is possible on the condition that member state governments retain close 

control over these policies. Thus, questions of executive accountability are particularly important here. 

We compare and contrast foreign policy and economic policy as synonyms for core state powers, and 

financial market regulation as a non-core state power with a more explicit EU-level imprint. How is EU 

executive accountability structured, and how does it operate in these policy fields? What are the 

dominance pitfalls associated with this arrangement? 

In the next section, we start by providing an overview of accountability in federal systems, not the least 

given the fact that the multilevel character of federal systems requires paying attention to the 

interaction among horizontal dynamics (at each level of governing) and vertical dynamics (relations 

across levels of governing), and the implications for the system as a whole. One aspect pertains to the 

fact that each member state or federal sub-unit government is directly accountable to its constituency 

only, while the federal constituency is accountable to all subjected, in their individual and governmental 

capacity. The latter point underlines the need to work out the relationship between individuals and 

governments in such complex and compounded systems of representation.  

Then we move to the comparison of the EU with two federal systems. We examine executive 

accountability in the US and in Canada. The presentations will uncover the relationship between 
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executive (and other forms of) accountability and patterns and processes of differentiation. This 

enables us to compare and contrast findings in the EU with those in the two comparative case studies, 

pointing out differences and possible similarities.  

In the final section, we return to reflect on the broader implications of these assessments for the 

relationship between differentiation, democracy, dominance – the core concepts of EU3D – in order to 

shed new light on the conditions under which differentiation is conducive to democracy and the 

conditions under which differentiation is conducive to dominance. What are the lessons that the EU 

can discern from the US and Canada? 

The workshop will benefit from project-related publications already completed (e.g. D3.6 “Working 

paper comparing the EU with Canada”) or by then close to completion (e.g. D2.1 “Report on the 

Eurocrisis and the refugee crisis as differentiating shocks” or D2.4 “Report on accountability in the 

European Council”). The workshop will serve as a basis for further upcoming project publications, 

specifically D3.7 “Working papers on executive power in multilevel systems”. 
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Programme 

 
09:00 – 09:15 Opening statement  

This part introduces the main concept of the workshop – executive accountability – 

and the rationale for studying it from a comparative federal perspective. 

Sergio Fabbrini (Luiss University): what is executive accountability and why to 

approach executive accountability in the EU from a comparative federal 

perspective? 

 

09:15 – 11:00 The macro-level perspective: executive vs. judicial vs. expertocratic accountability 

in the EU 

This part places executive accountability next to judicial and expertocratic 

accountability in the EU. 

• John Erik Fossum (ARENA, EU3D Scientific Coordinator): executive 

accountability in the EU 

• Sabine Saurugger (Sciences Po Grenoble, leader of WP3 on “EU-external 

differentiation”): judicial accountability in the EU 

• Marina Costa Lobo (University of Lisbon): expertocratic accountability in the 

EU 

 

Chair: Sergio Fabbrini (Luiss) 

 

11:00 – 11:15 Coffee break 

 

11:15 – 13:00 The micro-level perspective: executive accountability in the adoption and 

implementation of different EU policies  

This part approaches executive accountability in the EU integration of non-core and 

core state powers. 

• Adrienne Héritier (European University Institute): executive accountability in 

EU financial market regulation 
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• Jozef Bátora (Comenius University, leader of WP2 on “EU internal 

differentiation”): executive accountability in EU external relations  

• Tiziano Zgaga (Universität Konstanz and Luiss): executive accountability in EU 

economic policy 

 

Chair: Mark Thatcher (Luiss) 

 

13:00 – 14:00 Lunch break 

 

14:00 – 15:45 The comparative perspective: executive accountability in consolidated federations 

This part explores executive accountability and its implications in a case of federal 

union (the US) and in a case of federal state (Canada). 

• Arthur Benz (TU Darmstadt): executive accountability in federal systems and 

implications on democracy 

• Bruce Cain (Stanford University): executive accountability in the United 

States and its implications 

• Lori Turnbull (Dalhousie University): executive accountability in Canada and 

its implications 

 

Chair: John Erik Fossum (ARENA) 

 

15:45 – 16:00 Coffee break 

 

16:00 – 17:45 Executive accountability and the link between differentiation, democracy and 

dominance: (what) can the EU learn from the US and Canada? 

• John Erik Fossum (ARENA) 

• Sergio Fabbrini (Luiss) 

• Wolfgang Wessels (University of Cologne) 

 

Chair: Bruce Cain (Stanford University) 


