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1. Introduction: Research Question & Purpose

The European Union, in its 50 years of existence, has grown much in importance 

and in size, thus affecting more and more people; the Lisbon Treaty could take the EU to 

the next level, changing it in many significant ways (many of which would increase the 

EU’s power vis-à-vis the states of Europe).

One of the main arguments for the Lisbon Treaty is that it will make the European 

Union much more democratic, which is often a target of criticism. At this current point in 

time, every single EU national parliament has said yes to the treaty other than the Czech 

Republic’s, which is expected to say yes soon as well. Given its democratic claims and 

benefits, the main question to be investigated is: in light of democratic claims for the 

Lisbon Treaty and the fact that parliaments are expected to follow the will of the people, 

do EU citizens actually want to have the Lisbon Treaty?

In answering this question, the status of the Lisbon Treaty in each country will be 

discussed, with the possibility of referendums, democracy aspects, and the opinion of the 

people being key components.

Parliaments and governments represent the people, and thus it is essential to know 

if opinions match, especially on such an important issue – as citizens of all the different 

EU countries would most likely hope and expect them to. This aspect of the research 

question uses an important and very current example to also show the bigger picture of 

what one might call the status of modern representative democracy in Europe and its 

relationship with the opinions of their citizens.

Given its many effects, EU citizens have thus been very opinionated when it 

comes to the Lisbon Treaty. Most know what surveys and polls have shown in their own 

countries (if available), in Ireland (given their ‘no’ referendum vote), as well as certain 

‘louder’ countries like the United Kingdom, given its traditionally high euroskepticism. 

There are, however, 27 countries in the union -- encompassing 500 million people, far 

more than the mere 4.5 million of Ireland or any other EU nation. Thus also important to 

this essay is attempting to answer the question of whether the Lisbon Treaty has support 

in the EU as a whole (to see if a majority of the people in the entire EU actually supports 

it). This is relevant to know not just to be aware of what is going on with the treaty 
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especially as related to democracy in the many EU countries but also because if, for 

example, Ireland truly is the only country that is against the Lisbon Treaty (given that it is 

the only one, so far, that has stopped the treaty from being implemented), then there 

would be a much more powerful argument in favor of what EU leaders have done: 

continuing the ratification process in hopes of getting the Lisbon Treaty implemented 

anyway, given that the treaty is for the entire EU, and given its democratic claims 

(getting it through would thus be the will of the people of the entire EU).

2. Definitions & More Justifications

The research deals with the Lisbon Treaty; however, democracy, and in particular, 

representative democracy, are very important in answering the research question. Thus, 

some definitions have to be provided to begin with.

Democracy can mean many different things to different people, and in this 

research project, it is kept quite simple: democracy simply means ‘government by the 

will of the people.’ This definition encompasses many different possibilities, such as the 

people making decisions directly (which, in modern times, is rare), and also 

representative and other democracies, which are more common today. The main aspect of 

this definition is that a country that is democratic would be expected to follow the will of 

the people, regardless of the form of democracy to be found there. In most democracies, 

including those of the EU, one will find representatives democracies; here, one can stand 

by the exact definition provided by Webster’s New Millennium Dictionary of English: “a 

type of democracy in which the citizens delegate authority to elected representatives” 

(Webster’s New Millennium Dictionary of English 2008). Given that democracy in 

Europe is representative (parliaments), the terms will be used interchangeably. Also 

inherent in both terms is that one is speaking of the majority, being fully aware that in 

few if any decisions all citizens will be supportive.

Finally, another term that has to be defined is “euroskepticism,” also spelled as 

“euroscepticism.” Though not an actual word, it has become common in articles, debates, 

and discussions about the EU; the definition is not exact, and different ideologies use it 

for different purposes, but the author sees it to mean “opposition to the European Union 

or further European integration.”
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An instant argument against the relevancy of the research project is, of course, 

that by delegating power to representatives, one is allowing others to dedicate their time 

to finding the best solutions and options for the people, and to, in the end, make the actual 

decisions themselves; decisions might thus not always match exactly with what the 

people wish. Thus, one could say that it truly does not matter what the people think when 

it comes to the Lisbon Treaty. Unless one lives in a country where a referendum would 

be required for such treaties and changes (such as what happened in Ireland), then legally 

speaking, this argument is certainly true. However, it is hard to deny the fact that what 

citizens think is very important. Parliamentarians and those in leadership positions know 

very well that if they displease their citizens enough, they, at the very least, may be voted 

out at the next elections. Citizens’ opinions are especially important when it comes to 

important issues; if they weren’t, one would not see governments collapse over big 

questions, nor would one see referendums being called unless absolutely required by the 

Constitution (or similar). This will be discussed at greater length later in the essay.

Even knowing that after all this it’s still certainly possible that parliaments will go 

through with decisions that are highly unpopular and still survive, it is very relevant to all 

citizens who support democracy to know how people feel about significant issues 

(otherwise there’d not be any poll companies) and know whether parliaments are 

following their wishes and whether the Lisbon Treaty, in this case, has support in their 

countries and whether its passing could be considered democratic.

3. Materials & Methods

In order to better understand what is being discussed, the research will begin with 

a basic discussion about the Lisbon Treaty and in particular its arguments relating to 

democracy, given that this is one of the main aspects of this paper. Here, documents 

provided by the European Union and others will be used.

What will follow is then is a country-by-country discussion of what parliaments 

decided on when it comes to the Lisbon Treaty, what different polls have been pointing 

toward in those countries (when available) and how these compare, the potential use of a 

referendum on the Lisbon Treaty in each country (when available), and often, how all of 

this fits with the larger democratic picture in the passing of the treaty. Whenever possible, 

first-hand sources will be used (such as documents and information provided directly by 
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parliaments), but the main material will newspaper. Only the most important, known 

national/international newspapers and EU-focused news outlets will be selected. Given 

that this research deals with such recent events in so many countries, the vast majority of 

sources will be internet-based (many if not most of which are also available on paper, 

however, such as newspapers in print).

This paper will thus attempt to be as standardized as possible for each of the 27 

European Union member countries in order to best answer the research question and to be 

able to be used in future research for comparison purposes as well. However, given that 

each country has a unique situation with regards to the Lisbon Treaty and its ratification, 

it is important to keep in mind that the research can only be standardized to a certain 

point.

Finally, the conclusion will wrap up the information and see whether the Lisbon 

Treaty does in fact have support in the EU, in addition to discussing some of the main 

points shown by the information found when it comes to the treaty and 

democracy/referendums.

4. Background: Lisbon Treaty

After what was called a period of reflection after the death of the Constitution for 

Europe, European leaders agreed on its replacement: the Treaty of Lisbon (Tratado de 

Lisboa) was signed in Lisbon, Portugal, by all EU leaders in December 2007 (Europa 

Treaty of Lisbon 2008). The EU describes the Lisbon Treaty as improving the EU in four 

major areas: democracy and transparency, efficiency, rights and freedoms, and foreign 

power (Ibid).

The treaty has been particularly controversial due to what many see as the EU’s 

growing power takeover from its member states, such as by creating a permanent 

President of the European Council (elected every 2.5 years), as well as a “High 

Representative for the Union in Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, also Vice-President 

of the Commission, [to] increase the impact, the coherence and the visibility of the EU's 

external action” (Ibid) – both aspects making the EU seem more like an actual state in 

itself.

More relevant to this specific research, the Lisbon Treaty, according to the EU, 

also increases democracy and transparency, two aspects which, if accurate, would be of 
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great benefit to the EU: both EU citizens and states would have a more active role in 

shaping the EU and its future, and what the EU does would become much clearer and 

obvious. These improvements are in two areas often very heavily criticized– the so-called 

‘democratic deficit’ of the EU (BBC News 21 November 2003). There are many 

arguments both for and against the presence of a democratic deficit in the EU, which will 

not be dealt with here; however, one would expect support to be high for the treaty if it 

truly enhances these, regardless of how much democracy there already is.

According to the EU, the benefits in these two areas are: the parliament would 

increase its co-decision powers (with the Council), giving it equal say in most EU 

legislation; increased application of the subsidiary principle, allowing parliaments to 

work more closely with the EU to make sure that the EU only deals with those issues that 

it can deal with best; creating a so-called “Citizens’ Initiative,” allowing one million 

citizens to call on the Commission to create a new proposal; making it clearer when states 

or the EU control something "with the categorisation of competences”; and finally, 

making it clear for the first time that a state can withdraw itself from the union (Ibid).

On the other hand, those against the treaty also state that the possibility of states 

to veto policies is decreased, and that the Commission is still the only body that can make 

new proposals, thus voiding many of the potential benefits (Vote No Ireland 2008).

5. Limitations & Problems

There are several problems that this research project presents. One (relevance) has 

already been addressed.

The first main other limitation is the fact that the author, of course, does not speak 

all of the EU’s languages. Whenever possible, he will try to find resources published in 

English or another EU language that he is able to read (namely, Portuguese, Spanish, 

Swedish, and Danish, with certain others also being manageable at times in simpler 

forms); however, it is certainly possible that in at least a couple of cases, he will neither 

be able to read the native language nor find materials published in a language he can 

read; in these cases, if they come up, he will thus be forced to have them translated. This 

will be done by trusted people whom he knows and if/when this happens, for the sake of 

transparency, it will be pointed out in the text. The language problem also leads to the 

potential that certain articles will be missed; however, by using local English-language 
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papers as well as articles from international and other sources published in one of the 

several languages he is able to read, it is hoped that this will be limited and not affect the 

project much.

Another issue is the fact that different polls/surveys may show different results; a 

few percentage points’ difference may not matter much if the margin is large enough, but 

if one shows ‘yes’ to the treaty and another shows ‘no,’ this may complicate the results. 

Opinions are always changing, which makes this a hard issue to deal with (an argument 

for not listening to the people in such polls), though the issue of the poll question 

matching between countries is not expected to be a big problem due the general clarity of 

the question (“do you support the Lisbon Treaty?” or something similar). 

Finally, one must also discuss the issue of bias. In this particular case, it may 

actually have a very minor effect; the author is personally for the Lisbon Treaty, and by 

writing this research project, he is very aware that it may show that EU citizens are 

actually against the treaty unlike their parliaments, meaning that this research would 

actually be a potentially strong argument against the treaty. Had the subject been 

different, pro-EU/Lisbon Treaty biases may have had a bigger role, but the nature and 

expectations of this research will – one hopes – reduce the effects of bias here.

6. Country-by-Country

6.1. Lithuania

Lithuania, which joined the EU in 2004, was the very first country to back the 

failed EU Constitution, voting yes by a very large margin in November 2004 (BBC News 

(8 May 2008). The situation in the Lithuanian parliament, the Seimas, was no different 

with the Lisbon Treaty: 83 parliamentarians said yes, only five said no, and 23 abstained 

(Euro LT 08 May 2008). The President also did not hesitate in signing the bill into law, 

speaking excitedly about the future of the EU (President of the Republic of Lithuania 14 

May 2008).

Given the very strong yes by the representatives of the Lithuanian people, it can 

be seen that the country as a whole is a very enthusiastic EU member – something which 

the EU surely welcomes, given the trouble it has had with other countries when it comes 

to the treaty, such as the UK and Poland (which got opt outs).
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A poll taken soon after Ireland said no to the treaty (June 27-July 9, 2008) showed 

that though the leaders of the country are very excited about the Lisbon Treaty, the 

people are not. The biggest problem was simply lack of knowledge – about half of those 

surveyed had not even heard of the Lisbon Treaty, with only 11% knowing the main 

statements, and of the ones who had heard of the treaty, 49% would vote no whereas only 

38% would vote yes (The Baltic Course 30 July 2008). Given this poll and the findings in 

Ireland that lack of knowledge was a big reason for the failure of the referendum there (to 

be discussed more later), it is thus plausible to say that given a Lisbon Treaty referendum 

in Lithuania, the treaty would fail.

6.2. Czech Republic

The Czech Republic is the country that has given the biggest difficulties for the 

EU after Ireland, with a president who is strongly against the treaty and with a parliament 

that has yet to vote on the treaty – the only parliament which, at the time of writing, has 

yet to vote on the treaty (even Ireland’s has already spoken – a strong yes). When it might 

vote is unclear, though it appears it may happen in early 2009.

One of the biggest threats to the passing of the Lisbon Treaty in the Czech 

Republic was recently solved. The treaty was sent to the Constitutional Court, under the 

claims that it infringes Czech sovereignty; however, the court, on November 26, 2008, 

said it did not, though the “ruling concerns only those parts of the treaty disputed by the 

Senate, allowing for the possibility that the Constitutional Court sees the treaty on its 

tables again in later stages of the ratification process” (The Prague Post 03 December 

2008). Thus, while a big obstacle was overcome, the court may once again get involved – 

though given its ruling, it is unlikely to block the Lisbon Treaty even in future challenges.

When it comes to the opinion of the people, polls started quite positive: polls 

taken in both February and April 2008 showed ‘yes’ winning in the Czech Republic, 52% 

vs. 48% and 53% vs. 47%, respectively (Angus Reid Global Monitor 01 May 2008). 

After Ireland voted no, however, surveys started showing the opposite – and the negative 

opinion has stayed consistent since. 53% said no while 47% said yes in a poll done in 

June, with only 23% saying that they know the changes that would come with the treaty 

(EUbusiness 11 July 2008). Once again, lack of knowledge and information about the 

treaty has been a significant issue that the EU must face.
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More recent polls have not shown an improvement over the poll in June, meaning 

that the June survey was not simply affected short-term by the Irish poll. A fall 2008 poll 

showed 55% against the treaty (the exact question asking whether the parliament should 

pass the treaty) and 45% for, with knowledge little improved: only up by 2% since the 

June survey to 25% (České Noviny 04 November 2008). Regardless of consistent 

negative opinions, however, it is likely that parliament will vote yes, as stated by the 

Prime Minister in connection with this latest poll.

What will happen with the President, however, remains to be seen. The President 

must give his assent, and he has been clearly against the treaty. Previously, he has stated 

that the Lisbon Treaty does not “does not comply with the constitutional order of the 

Czech Republic” and that “the only conclusion that can be made is that the European 

Union contradicts the principle of the sovereignty of the Czech state” (Václav Klaus 25 

November 2008). Given the limited powers of the President in the Czech Republic, 

however, and given the Czech Presidency that has just begun, it would be a very 

interesting and unexpected development if the president did not endorse the treaty, 

regardless of his personal feelings, if both houses of parliament do in fact vote yes in 

early 2009. However, it does appear that his feelings are the ones that are closer to that of 

the Czech population.

6.3. Poland

Poland is another country that has given the European Union difficulties when it 

comes to the Lisbon Treaty; however, it was more of a concern at the beginning of the 

process than it is now. Like with the Czech Republic, Poland’s president, Lech 

Kaczyński, has publicly expressed doubts about the Lisbon Treaty.

Kaczyński’s party, the Law and Justice Party, was also the party of the Prime 

Minister at the time of the Lisbon Treaty negotiations; the Prime Minister then was 

Kaczyński’s twin brother, Jarosław Kaczyński. Both expressed concerns about the treaty, 

particularly the Charter of Fundamental Rights; the president claimed that the treaty 

would “go against the universally accepted moral order in Poland,” referring to, among 

other things, homosexual unions (Christian Telegraph 09 April 2008). Poland was thus 

able to negotiate an opt-out from the Charter, along with the United Kingdom.
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In October 2007, the Civic Platform party won the Polish parliamentary elections, 

and Donald Tusk became the next Prime Minister – much to the happiness of EU leaders, 

since he was seen as much more pro-EU (and pro-Lisbon Treaty) than his predecessor. 

He did not remove the opt-out that Poland had received, however, stating that he needed 

the support of the Law and Justice Party in order to secure the two thirds majority 

required to pass the treaty in the parliament (BBC News 23 November 2007). Thus, 

despite his much more pro-treaty stance, with the President still in power and his party 

still large in the parliament, he has had act somewhat restrained in his EU-related moves.

In the end, the Lisbon Treaty did pass the parliament, even though it had been 

unsure until the last minute; the lower house, Sejm, passed the treaty with the majority 

needed, and the upper house, the Senate, followed suit (Gazeta 03 April 2008). Though 

the President has not yet completely signed off on the treaty, the president in an interview 

for Polish Public Television stated that he would not stop it (Polskie Radio 20 November 

2008). 

Pressure from other EU leaders has surely led to this position as well as having a 

parliamentary majority for the treaty; it would certainly not be a popular political move, 

neither home nor abroad, for him to go against the parliament. When discussing the 

president’s signature (or rather, lack thereof), the Polish PM made a statement very 

relevant to this very essay: “it looks a little strange when I, in the name of the Polish 

people, tell the members of the EU that Poland is interested in a speedy ratification of the 

treaty and then I have to answer questions about where the [president’s] signature is” 

(Polskie Radio 22 October 2008). Here, he has stated clearly that he is representing the 

Polish people when he wishes to not only pass the treaty but also to do it quickly. In light 

of such a clear statement, the position of the Polish people becomes even more relevant.

Polling in Poland has been extensive. An early poll from March 2008 showed 

high support: 75% yes and only 7% no, showing that the treaty would have no problem 

passing a referendum, which is what would have happened had the treaty not passed 

parliament (EUbusiness 17 March 2008). In April, a poll by CBOS showed that 55% 

wish the president to sign the treaty, whereas only 8% were against (CBOS May 2008); 

the same company re-did the poll in July, specifically stating the Irish rejection of the 

treaty, yet the results were very similar: 52% said the the president should sign, 14% 
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were against (CBOS July 2008). The Irish ‘no’ vote has not stopped a majority in polls 

from feeling that the president should go ahead with the signing of the treaty; thus, in the 

case of Poland, it is appears that the Prime Minister is correct when he says that he is 

representing his people in supporting the treaty.

6.4. The Netherlands

The Netherlands has not been of much concern to the EU when it comes to the 

Lisbon Treaty; however, it is one of the countries responsible for its existance in the first 

place, as Dutch voters voted ‘no’ in a referendum on the Constitution for Europe in 2005. 

The loss in what was the country’s first nationwide referendum was quite significant, as 

only about 40% voted yes, with about 60% voting no; reasons were varied, with 

dissatisfaction with the EU, their own government, and more fueling the ‘no’ vote (The 

Guardian 2 June 2005).

What has changed with the Lisbon Treaty? The clearest change is most obvious to 

Dutch voters: there was no referendum on the Lisbon Treaty. There was a parliamentary 

majority for the treaty and both houses passed it, with the Foreign Minister and European 

Affairs Minister stating that they were “delighted”’ at the ratification (The Netherlands 

Government 09 July 2008).

Has Dutch opinion also changed with the Treaty of Lisbon? In September 2007, 

support was 55%, with the ‘no’ side getting 45%; however, a poll conducted by the same 

company (Maurice de Hond) two days after the Irish no showed that this had just about 

reversed, with 46% saying yes and 54% saying no (NIS News 17 June 2008). It appears 

that this is the last major poll done on the treaty; unfortunately, it is thus hard to say if 

this was simply an immediate effect after the Irish referendum’s results, or if opinion 

continues to be negative. Also interesting, coming from this same latest poll, is that a 

majority (56%) wanted to have a referendum on the treaty (Ibid). Thus, it appears that the 

referendum is becoming a tool that is, at the very least, very commonly requested when it 

comes to EU matters in particular – one could argue as a defensive move by those against 

further integration moves deemed undesirable by citizens, though as shown later, many 

voters want a referendum despite supporting the treaty.

6.5. Slovakia
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The passing of the Lisbon Treaty by Slovakia’s parliament was not problem-free. 

In Slovakia, the treaty got tangled in domestic politics. The ruling government coalition 

needed three fifths of parliament in order to pass the treaty – together, they only had 85, 

meaning that they needed help from the opposition (The Slovak Spectator 21 April 2008). 

The opposition was refusing to help due to the passing of the Press Code, which, they 

claimed, limits freedom of the press in Slovakia; support would only be given if changes 

were made to that bill (Ibid). With the support of the Hungarian minority party SMK 

(which achieved a compromise in the proposed Education Act), however, the treaty was 

able to be passed by parliament (The Slovak Spectator 12 May 2008). 

It has been shown in the past that in referendums relating to the EU, voters have 

often actually voiced their opinions on other things – dissatifaction with the government, 

general EU disatisfaction, etc. However with the Slovakian example, it can be seen that 

even large, important documents such as the Lisbon Treaty are not immune to getting 

tangled with other things, even by the leaders themselves – and even when connected to 

completely unrelated subjects not dealing with the EU (in the Slovakian case, both an 

education-related bill seen as hurting the Hungarian minority and a press-related bill seen 

as hurting the indepedence of the press). If a party actually supports the treaty but will not 

support it due to something completely unrelated, the question of whether it is right to 

potentially compromise the treaty’s passing must come up, especially if a party’s voters 

supports the passing of the treaty. In such a case, complaining about the lack of 

democracy in something like the Press Act could be seen as hypocritical, given that the 

parties themselves are not representing the people (in this case, their voters). However, it 

also has to deal with priorities and what both the parties and their voters deem to be most 

important.

Slovakia also had an interesting play with referendums: similar to Poland, a 

referendum was threatened by the ruling coalition had the opposition not given in and 

gotten the treaty passed through parliament – a dangerous move in light of not just the 

potential of it being rejected but also of the 50% participation requirement, something 

that only happened once in the history of Slovakian referendums – on EU entry (Radio 

Slovakia International 09 April 2008). Here, one can see that the referendum can be used 

as a tool to attempt to pass and not just reject; however, it is also interesting to note that 
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the people’s opinion, via a referendum, was only deemed necessary when it seemed like 

the government could not pass the bill. The fact that it was a “threat” can also be taken as 

an implication that the people’s opinion in such an issue is undesirable.

6.6. Portugal

Portugal has, of course, a special connection to the Lisbon Treaty: its capital 

adorns the treaty’s common name, given that Portugal held the EU Presidency when the 

final details of the treaty were worked out and when the treaty itself was signed at the 

Jerónimos Monastery in Lisbon. Like with many other countries, the option of a 

referendum had been decided upon with the Constitution, and it too was an option for the 

treaty; however, in the end, it was decided that the treaty would be ratified via the 

parliament only. The President of Portugal, Cavaco Silva, spoke of the extreme price to 

be paid if the treaty failed when supporting the route of parliamentary ratification only 

(Público 08 January 2008). Once again, it was feared that a referendum might result in a 

no, something that was not expected in parliament. Also worthy of note is what the 

Slovenian PM said before Portugal had decided which route to take; he claimed that 

though he did not fear a ‘no’ from Portugal, he feared that a referendum there would 

spark other referendums elsewhere in Europe where the result would not be as obvious 

(RTP 07 January 2008). Thus, he did not try to hide the sentiment that referendums 

elsewhere could stop the Lisbon Treaty, and that the best way to avoid this is to avoid 

calling upon the people to vote on the treaty and instead go via parliaments – a statement 

that could be seen as quite undemocratic. 

Portugal’s parliament did indeed vote positively on the treaty – 208 votes for, 21 

votes against (Assembleia da República 19 May 2008).

6.7. Spain

Spain was one of the few countries that had time to vote on the Constitution 

before it was killed. The vote turned out to be ‘yes’: 76.4%, versus only 17.4% for ‘no’; 

both major parties supported ‘yes’; voter turnout, however, was quite low, at 42% (CNN 

21 February 2005). When it comes to the Lisbon Treaty, no referendum was called. The 

treaty did not face many of the challenges that it faced in other countries, with both main 

parties also supporting the treaty. The win in the lower house, the Congress of Deputies, 

was almost unanimous with 322 votes for and only six against (and two abstentions), 
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with another clear win in the Senate: 232 for, six against, and two abstentions (Congreso 

de los Diputados 26 June 2008 and Senado de España 15 July 2008).

The speaker in the parliament for the ruling Socialist party, Diego López Garrido, 

stated that no referendum was necessary, given “99%” of the Constitution’s contents 

have been moved into the treaty (El País 25 June 2007) – quite a controversial statement 

given that many have attempted to distance the treaty from the Constitution, given its 

failure in previous referendums; after all, it could thus be argued that if the Spanish yes 

counts for the treaty, then surely the Dutch and French ‘no’s should as well. The 

argument for no referendum presented by the Prime Minister (from the same party) was 

the exact opposite: that the Lisbon Treaty only combines previous legislation and is no 

different than other treaties like Nice, which the Spanish did not vote on (El País 24 June 

2007). Regardless of the opposite arguments, the conclusion was the same: no 

referendum was necessary.

Given the high support for the more-controversial Constitution, it can thus be 

expected that in a referendum in Spain, the treaty, too, would be passed. Despite this high 

‘yes’ vote for the Constitution and the clear ‘yes’ in both houses of parliament, Spaniards 

still would like to vote for the treaty: in a Financial Times/Harris poll from fall 2007, this 

figure was at 65% (Financial Times 17 October 2007). Here it can thus be seen that the 

logic may not be to have a referendum in order to stop the treaty (which is clear for many 

who want it in, for example, the United Kingdom, as to be discussed later) but to simply 

be able to voice one’s opinion on such an important issue.

6.8. Slovenia

Slovenia took over the EU presidency from Portugal in the first half of 2008; thus, 

the Lisbon Treaty was also a very important subject for the Slovenian leadership. Prime 

Minister Janez Jansa stated that Slovenia’s parliamentarians “in a way represent two 

million of [the country's] inhabitants and those two million indirectly decide on the fate 

of nearly half a billion people” (Slovenska Tiskovna Agencija 29 January 2008); his 

choice of the words “in a way” can be seen as interesting given that the parliament, if 

democratically elected, does in fact represent Slovenians – not simply “in a way.” 

Slovenia became the second country to ratify the treaty, with a large majority.
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Interestingly, the Slovenian parliament voted twice on whether to have a 

referendum, something brought up by the SNS Party; in the second vote (after the treaty 

had already been passed), only seven voted for whereas 54 voted against the motion (Ibid 

07 February 2008). Jansa had argued that Slovenians had already voted yes on the treaty 

when voting on entry into the EU, stating that “Slovenia is one of the countries that 

agreed by popular vote on the future of Europe as is now being ratified in the reform 

treaty,” and that all the provisions of the Lisbon Treaty were known when Slovenia had a 

referendum on entry (Ibid 24 January 2008). This is an interesting position given that 

items were rejected and thus not included in what was to become the Lisbon Treaty (as he 

himself admits); even if one accepts his argument that much that is included was known 

when Slovenia voted a few years earlier, given that at least some provisions were 

removed, Slovenia has thus not voted on the Lisbon Treaty itself. Just as the Danes and 

Irish have, in the past, voted differently than in their original vote on what was an 

updated version of the same document, it cannot be guaranteed that the Slovenian people 

would vote the same now that parts had been removed from the treaty – such a move 

could make the document unacceptable to them.

6.9. Denmark

Denmark is a country that has had a strong tradition of referendums, especially 

when it comes to European Union-related matters. Among other things, it has held 

referendums on the euro, the Maastricht Treaty, the Edinburgh Agreement (meant to solve 

the crisis after Denmark voted no to Maastricht), and more. It has also been announced 

that Denmark will, by the end of the current term in 2011, re-vote on its four EU opt outs 

that it got in the Edinburgh Agreement – thus the referendum tradition continues alive to 

this day.

Given such a strong tradition, one would expect that there would be a vote on the 

Lisbon Treaty. The Danish Constitution requires referendums in certain cases, which is 

one of the reasons that so many referendums have been held in the past; thus, depending 

on what the Danish Justice Ministry felt, putting the Lisbon Treaty to a referendum might 

have been required. According to the report, “no such vote will be necessary, as the treaty 

does not infringe on the country's sovereignty, and will not require constitutional 

amendments” (Jyllands-Posten 04 December 2007). Many parties waited for this report 
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before taking a position on whether a referendum should be held. Denmark willingly 

choosing to have a referendum could have posed a problem for other countries trying to 

avoid one, and given the pro-EU stance of the government, this surely was a factor when 

it announced that no referendum was to be held – as surely were previous referendum 

fiascos, such as the aforementioned Maastricht ‘no.’ The Prime Minister, Anders Fogh 

Rasmussen, stated that “since there is no surrender of sovereignty, there is no legal basis 

for holding a referendum,” a feeling shared by many other parties including the 

opposition Social Democrats and Social Liberals (Jyllands-Posten 12 December 2007).

While it is true that there was no legal requirement for holding a referendum, the 

popular desire was certainly there. In October 2007, Gallup did an opinion poll that 

showed that 54% of Danes would like to have a referendum on treaty, with only 26% 

saying no to this (Gallup October 2007). This same poll asked what people would vote if 

a referendum were to be held; though a very large percentage (42%) said that they did not 

know what they would vote, 35% responded that they are for the treaty whereas 23% 

responded that they are against it (Ibid). Also worthy of pointing out from this poll is that, 

at least at that point, 65% did not feel that they were informed enough to be able to vote, 

whereas 22% did (Ibid). Thus, two interesting conclusions can be taken away from this 

poll: despite a plurality supporting the treaty, a majority still wishes to vote on it, and 

despite a large majority not feeling capable of voting on the treaty, an almost-as-large 

majority would like to do so nonetheless.

What the vote in the end might have said is not clear given the large ‘don’t know’ 

response, but it seems that Denmark has turned quite pro-EU in recent years; given that a 

plurality supported the treaty in this poll, it is possible that in the end, the Danish people 

would have voted yes to the treaty. In the end, the Danish parliament easily passed treaty 

– 90 in favor, 25 against, with thus 64 absent (Folketingets informationssystem 24 April 

2008). All along, it has been clear that there was a majority for the treaty in parliament, 

and thus treaty supporters had nothing to fear – the treaty would clearly pass. However, 

the wish to vote was still there.

6.10. Malta

Malta has been in a unique position when it comes to the Lisbon Treaty in that its 

parliament ratified the Lisbon Treaty unanimously (The Malta Independent 30 January 
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2008); this is something only one other country accomplished. Spokesperson on EU 

Affairs George Vella spoke at the parliament about the treaty’s benefits when it comes to 

democracy, according to the newspaper stating that “Europe would become more 

democratic and more transparent and that the role of the national parliaments would be 

strengthened” (Ibid). It did not have the full backing of the Maltese society, however; 

there were in fact calls for a referendum, particularly by the party Azzjoni Nazzjonali 

(not in parliament), speaking mostly of how the treaty would hurt Maltese values and 

interests (Ibid 23 February 2008).

Though this party is very small and is not represented in parliament, their requests 

for a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty were shared by a very significant proportion of the 

Maltese population – 77% would like a referendum according to a figure presented by the 

party in The Malta Independent (Ibid 28 January 2008). The difference of opinion 

between the Maltese people and its parliament is thus very stark – a unanimous passing 

versus a three-quarters desire for a referendum. Worthy of noting as well is the fact that 

Malta voted most narrowly to join the EU when referendums were held prior to the 2004 

enlargement, with 53.65% voting yes (The Times 10 March 2003); thus, the population of 

Malta has been split before on the EU, increasing the contrast between their opinion and 

the parliament’s unanimous endorsement of the treaty. At the same time, however, it must 

be noted that elections to the Maltese parliament were held as recently as this year – not 

too long after the Lisbon Treaty was passed unanimously. Dissatisfaction with this result 

could have translated into a party like Azzjoni Nazzjonali making great leaps, something 

which did not happen; however, having been described as a “far-right party” (Malta 

Today 10 June 2007) in the past may have hurt their prospects in such a goal.

6.11. Estonia

The Estonian government, like its Baltic companions, has also been supportive of 

the Lisbon Treaty. The treaty easily passed the Estonian parliament – 91 for, one against 

(Estonian Embassy in Washington 11 June 2008). The Estonian President, Toomas 

Hendrik Ilves, supported this move, stating that it was a “step was taken toward an 

integrated Europe” and that such high consensus between parties on international issues 

is something to strive for (President of the Republic of Estonia 12 June 2008). One can 

thus see a clear pattern in many of the new EU states from 2004 in having very high 
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parliamentary support for the Lisbon Treaty and governments that will gladly state that 

they are helping to secure Europe’s future and its closer cooperation; for the new states 

(most of which are small), becoming disliked by the larger states with more power is 

certainly not desirable before they have had time to at least attempt to establish 

themselves as potential powers, or at least players worth listening to and being included 

in important decisions. Strong support of further EU development can be a path toward 

this.

Estonia was in an interesting situation in that the argument against having a 

referendum on the Lisbon Treaty was very clear and legal (Chapter VII): 

Issues regarding the budget, taxation, financial obligations of the state, ratification and denunciation 
of international treaties, the declaration or termination of a state of emergency, or national defence 
shall not be submitted to a referendum (Constitution of the Republic of Estonia).

At the same time, however, Chapter IX of the Constitution also states:

The Republic of Estonia shall not conclude international treaties which are in conflict with the 
Constitution.If laws or other legislation of Estonia are in conflict with international treaties ratified 
by the Riigikogu, the provisions of the international treaty shall apply (Ibid).

The above is an argument that has been used in many other countries – that the 

Lisbon Treaty should not be passed because it passes on too much power to the EU and 

thus goes against the principles of sovereignty. However, completely legally, even if the 

Lisbon Treaty were to be deemed to do exactly this, the parliament can “override” the 

Constitution, as stated above.

6.12. Cyprus

Cyprus was unique among the countries that joined the EU in 2004 in that it was 

the only one to not have a referendum on joining; this was announced already in 2002, 

when Greek foreign affairs minister mentioned that “the position of Cyprus is to move 

towards Cyprus accession without a referendum” (EUobserver 14 December 2002). This 

may have something to do with the UN-proposed resolution to the separation of the 

country, which went up to a vote right around the same time (and failed) in 2003. This 

thus shows that though the country is not a stranger to referendums, it is not used to EU-

related referendums – which makes Cyprus unusual since many other countries even 

without much of a referendum history have begun to have them concerning EU issues.

Thus, it was clear that Cyprus would not have a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty, 

and this is what ended up being the case. Despite this, however, there were still voices 

calling for a referendum on the treaty: the Green party said it would push for a 
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referendum (Cyprus Mail 28 June 2008). When doing so, the party leader spoke of 

exactly what this essay is about, stating:

We are not euro-negative; but we are requesting a democratic…Europe. The fact that the leaders of 
the states decided to move ahead without taking their citizens into consideration, without paying 
attention to the European citizens that are out on the streets…we believe this is a crime against 
democracy (Ibid 4 July 2008).

However, in the end, even parties worried about the lack of citizen involvement 

voted yes, and even those against the treaty were against the referendum (Ibid). What this 

could point to can be debated – one could argue that it is as a result of the lack of 

referendum culture and a strong belief in having the citizen-elected parliament do its duty 

and learn about and vote on such issues, this being their job. Of course, one can say that 

parties were simply afraid of asking the people – the ones for the treaty afraid of a no, the 

ones against the treaty afraid of a yes. 

6.13. Austria

Austria has been the most euroskeptical country for a while now, and thus the 

debate surrounding the treaty was quite heated. The Lisbon Treaty was ratified early by 

Austria’s parliament, in April 2008, despites protests calling for a referendum both by 

citizens and certain parties (International Herald Tribune 9 April 2008). Vienna was the 

site of many protests against the ratification of the treaty.

The debate did not end there, however. During summer 2008, one of the main 

Austrian parties and member of government, the Social Democrats (SPÖ), changed their 

opinions completely and decided, despite having voted for the Lisbon Treaty without a 

referendum and being EU supporters, that future EU treaties will all be put up to a vote 

(Wiener Zeitung 02 July 2008). This was then supported as a whole by the new coalition 

government of Austria, following the 2008 elections. This move has clear support among 

the Austrian people – though for many it came too late. A poll by OGM from April 

showed that 60% of Austrians would have liked to vote on the treaty, whereas only 34% 

disagreed, and an entire 85% felt that they had not been properly informed about the 

treaty (Austrian Times 02 April 2008). Though one cannot say with certainty since it did 

not happen, it is likely that Austria would have gone the way of Ireland and voted against 

the treaty. Unless opinion changes very significantly in upcoming years, such high levels 

of euroskepticism to be found in Austria will probably result in any future treaties being 

killed there, if referendums are indeed held for those.

20



The controversy over referendums became so large that even as recently as late 

November 2008, the foreign minister of Austria resigned, stating that she was not going 

to be part of a government that didn’t distance itself “enough from a fruitless and energy 

consuming alliance with EU-critical forces” (EUobserver 25 November 2008). This came 

eight months after the ratification of the treaty in Austria, showing the intensity of the 

debate.

Had the treaty not been ratified by the parliament in April, it can certainly not be 

ruled out that the Irish ‘no’ referendum would have added much fire to the referendum 

calls in Austria and that it would have been put to a vote there as well. When only one 

country had voted no to the Constitution in 2005, ratification was urged to continue, 

similar to today; when two voted no, it was considered dead. While there is still hope for 

the Lisbon Treaty with only one country saying no, it can be argued that it would have 

met a similar fate the Constitution did had Austria held a poll and voted no as well. EU 

leaders will surely be very careful to offer compromises to Ireland (to bring about a 

second referendum there) that would not require a new treaty (like Edinburgh for 

Denmark after their Maastricht no), as it could run into problems in countries like 

Austria.

6.14. Luxembourg

Luxembourg was one of the countries that voted for the European Constitution in 

2005; there, the vote was a positive one, with 56% support (BBC News 10 July 2005). 

This is especially noteworthy given that it came after the no votes from both France and 

the Netherlands.

The treaty faced little opposition in parliament; 47 yes, one no, and three 

abstentions (Chambre des Députés 29 May 2008). There was no vote on the Lisbon 

Treaty in Luxembourg but given the support for the Constitution there is a high 

likelihood that the treaty would have passed in a popular vote here as well.

6.15. Finland

Finland’s parliament passed the Constitution long after it was already clear that it 

had no future. This was a clear sign to the EU that Finland was a pro-EU power, 

especially relevant given that it was currently holding the EU Presidency at that time.
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Right before the Irish referendum, the parliament easily passed the Lisbon Treaty 

as well: 151 for and 27 against (with 21 absent), clearly getting the required two-thirds 

(Eduskunta 11 June 2008). Though no referendum was held and debate on this appears to 

have been minimal, given Finland’s known euroskepticism, it is likely that polls here 

would at least show a desire to vote on the treaty – though this can certainly not be 

confirmed.

Finland has a special situation, however; autonomous Åland has yet to ratify the 

treaty. This does not (and indeed, did not) stop Finland from being able to ratify the treaty 

for the country – but Åland must pass the treaty in order for it to apply there, as has been 

the case in the past with other international agreements. In commentary by the European 

Policy Institutes Network (EPIN) in early 2008, it was stated that Åland was hoping for 

more of a voice in the EU (including its own MEP), and that the most likely result would 

be some kind of an agreement between Finland and Åland so both would pass the treaty 

(EPIN 2008). The fact that Finland’s parliament passed the treaty many months ago, in 

June, and that Åland as of early January 2009 has yet to, however, shows that there have 

been conflicts in this attempt. What might happen in Åland is still unclear.

By signing the treaty, the Finnish parliament has said that it applies over the entire 

territory, despite past rules for Åland, thus severely complicating the situation for Finland 

if Åland were to vote no – it would be a legal limbo (Hufvudstadsbladet 30 March 2008). 

Already passing the treaty before it was passed by Åland was surely not a popular move 

in many Ålandic eyes, whose relationship with the mainland has often been strained. 

Such a move by Åland would seriously undermine the move by the Finnish parliament to 

choose to pass the Lisbon Treaty, and it would surely make it appear that the people – not 

just on the island but also on the mainland – have not been heard. It would also certainly 

require much negotiation and compromise, both on the part of Finland and on the part of 

the EU, as Åland’s future in the union would then be put into question.

6.16. Greece

Greece easily passed the Lisbon Treaty in its parliament, with 250 yes votes out of 

the 292 present (Greek News Agenda 12 June 2008). The main opposition party called for 

a referendum despite then going ahead and voting yes. This did not end the referendum 

discussions, however, which were debated in parliament a few days after the treaty had 
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passed. Very interestingly, the motion for a referendum almost passed – 144 voted for a 

referendum whereas 152 voted against (ANA-MPA 17 June 2008). It is odd to see that so 

many that voted for the treaty also voted for having a referendum; had they truly wanted 

a referendum, refusing to pass the treaty beforehand would have been a much more 

effective way of bringing one about.

Arguments for the referendum were the same heard elsewhere – that for 

democracy to prevail, the people should be allowed to vote, and that the government is 

simply afraid of the people. The leader of the LAOS party, George Karatzaferis, also 

claims that 84% of the Greek people want a referendum (Ibid); however, the accuracy of 

this statement must be questioned as he cites an EU poll which does not seem to exist (or 

which at least was not published or easily found). 

6.17. Bulgaria

Bulgaria is one of the two latest countries to join the EU, and it thus approved the 

Constitution as part of this accession. The country’s parliament easily passed the Lisbon 

Treaty as well, 195-15 (National Assembly of the Republic of Bulgaria 21 March 2008). 

The Deputy Chairman of the Ataka Nationalist Party, what is often claimed to be a far-

right party, stated that such an important document should not be passed without a 

referendum (Radio Bulgaria 24 March 2008); however, other than such minor statements, 

it appears that the referendum/opinion controversy over the Lisbon Treaty in Bulgaria 

was quite minimal; it is important to note, however, that no referendum was held even on 

accession. Though there were some calls for that, Sofia Echo claims that this was seen as 

unnecessary given the very high support in opinion polls and given that the history of 

referendums in Bulgaria has been shady at best, with rigged votes (Sofia Echo 05 

February 2004). Thus, the word “referendum” is an ugly one in Bulgaria, and there 

appears to be no referendum culture there, not even relating to the EU as has developed 

in many other EU countries. Given the high support for accession (with the Constitution 

known by then as being part), and given the Lisbon Treaty is less controversial than the 

Constitution, it can be argued that the high ratings then could also apply now, though this 

can, of course, not be confirmed.

6.18. Sweden
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Sweden, along with countries like Finland and Austria, has been historically 

euroskeptical, having said no to the euro in a referendum in 2003 (though feelings have 

warmed up somewhat in recent years). The only referendums held in the country since 

the 1980s have both been related to the EU: membership and the currency. Thus, there 

were many who had called for a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty; however, Sweden 

decided that the treaty would be ratified in the parliament, which was going to be the 

procedure for the failed Constitution as well.

Sweden ratified the treaty late in 2008, having done so on November 20. The 

debate was long and there were two attempts at slowing down the treaty, knowing that a 

full ‘no’ vote was not possible in parliament; one, had 48 parliamentarians wished, the 

treaty would have had to ‘rest’ and be put aside for at least a year, and two, the treaty 

would have had to be voted on twice with an election in between had it been considered a 

Constitutional question (Dagens Nyheter 20 November 2008). Both of these failed, 

however, and yes won – 243 vs. 39 who wanted it to ‘rest’ for a year, with 13 abstaining 

(Sveriges Riksdag 20 November 2008). Given the large debate around the treaty, a survey 

from summer 2007 showing that 67% supported a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty is 

thus no surprise (Dagens Nyheter 09 July 2007). Despite this, however, the treaty earned 

the support of all government parties and the main opposition party, enough to easily pass 

it – with none of these parties calling for a referendum on the treaty, which could have 

had troubles passing.

6.19. Italy

In Italy – home to the original Treaty of Rome – the only main calls for a 

referendum on the Lisbon Treaty came from the Northern League, which is part of the 

government coalition. It claimed that despite its large improvements over the Constitution 

(which it was against), much power was still being seceded to the EU (El País 31 May 

2008). Despite these calls, however, ratification went only through parliament, where, 

impressively, the Lisbon Treaty was passed unanimously by both houses; even the 

Northern League voted yes, though while sitting as a protest over not getting a 

referendum (France 24 31 July 2008). Thus, despite their wishes for a referendum and 

complete rejection of the Constitution, the Northern League supported the treaty – a 

potentially surprising move, given that they could have easily voted against to take a 
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position on the referendum issue knowing that the treaty would pass without problems 

anyway. However, being part of the government, this would certainly not have been a 

welcomed move.

A Harris poll from fall 2007, however, showed that a very large majority of 

Italians – 72% – wanted to have a referendum on the treaty, despite, at that point, 62% 

being “not at all familiar” with the treaty (Harris Interactive 22 October 2007). It is 

important to keep in mind that though this says nothing about what Italians actually feel 

about the treaty, patterns seen in many other countries keep repeating themselves: the 

desire for a referendum is high, as is lack of knowledge about the treaty. This last point 

could, of course, be used as an argument both for and against having a referendum.

6.20. Hungary

In a show of EU enthusiasm, Hungary was the very first country to ratify the 

Lisbon Treaty, having done so already in December 2007. The treaty passed by a very 

large majority in parliament; however, what is more interesting is that mere minutes later, 

parliament passed a motion by the opposition on initiating a referendum on abolishing 

certain fees (such as tuition), being “legally bound to pass the bill after the National 

Elections Committee validated the required number of signatures Fidesz collected as a 

prerequisite to go on with its initiative” (The Budapest Times 18 December 2007). Thus, 

it can be understood that with enough signatures, a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty 

could pass as well.

Upon further investigation of the Hungarian Constitution, one finds that a national 

referendum can be initiated by 200,000 citizens, and that all it takes is 100,000 citizens 

for the question of a referendum to be brought up in parliament (The Constitution of the 

Republic of Hungary). With a population of about ten million, 200,000 represents only 

2% – surely an achievable figure for anyone actively wanting a referendum in Hungary, 

especially given that such a move was successful over fees. It is important to note that the 

Constitution also forbids referendums on “obligations set forth in valid international 

treaties and on the contents of laws prescribing such obligations” (Ibid). If the author 

understands this correctly, it would thus not be allowed to hold a referendum on the 

content of the treaty after it has been put into place; however, it appears that there are no 
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blocks against a referendum on the treaty itself (like in Estonia), though it seems that 

discussion revolving around a referendum of the Lisbon Treaty was minimal.

6.21. France

France held the EU presidency in the latter half of 2008; it thus witnessed the 

Irish no and since then, President Sarkozy – who was very involved in the original 

creation of the Lisbon Treaty – has been very involved in attempting to save the treaty, 

working closely with Ireland to solve their problem as well as encouraging more 

countries to ratify the treaty.

It thus comes as no surprise that Sarkozy would work toward a smooth passing of 

the treaty on his own territory – an especially symbolic passing given that France was one 

of the two countries that rejected the Constitution in 2005. The passing was indeed 

smooth and also quite early (in February 2008); the method of choice was, of course, 

parliament only, and both the Senate (265 vs. 42) as well as the National Assembly (336 

vs. 52) easily passed the treaty (France 24 08 February 2008).

Simply ratifying by parliament was not seen very favorably by the French, 

however, with a poll from October 2007 showing that 61% felt that the treaty should be 

ratified by referendum and only 31% saying by that it should be by parliament (EurActiv 

30 October 2007). As an example of a referendum not being called for simply to stop the 

treaty, this same poll showed that 68% would vote in favor of the treaty and only 32% 

against (Ibid). This is a significant change of heart from the no to the Constitution – a 

sign of the French warming up to the EU, successful lobbying by Sarkozy, or simply the 

Lisbon Treaty being more acceptable than the Constitution. Another poll on the treaty 

taken in summer 2008 – after the ‘no’ in Ireland – showed that 56% would support 

whereas 44% would be against (Angus Reid Global Monitor 01 July 2008). Despite the 

decrease in support, this is still a comfortable ‘yes’ margin, showing that though Ireland’s 

vote may have negatively affected support in France (especially since the poll was taken 

on 18 and 19 June, only days after the Irish vote), Sarkozy could still count on his people 

voting yes in a referendum.

Having a country that voted no to the Constitution go through another 

referendum, this time on the Lisbon Treaty, and vote yes would have been a very strong 

signal to the rest of the EU and its citizens that the Lisbon Treaty is indeed a better, 
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acceptable alternative to the Constitution – not doing this could thus be seen as a missed 

“good PR” opportunity.

6.22. Romania

Like with Bulgaria, the Constitution was part of Romania’s accession treaty, but 

also like Bulgaria, there was no referendum on EU accession. Debate seems to be 

minimal in this new and enthusiastic EU country – at least, the leadership here is, with 

the then Prime Minister Călin Popescu-Tăriceanu saying that being one of the first states 

to ratify the treaty (which it was) is important in signaling to the EU that Romania 

supports Europe (Nine O’Clock 02 February 2008). Given that there was no referendum 

on accession, it is no surprise that there was no referendum on the treaty. This does not 

mean, however, that Romania does not have referendums in general – two were held in 

2007 alone.

6.23. Germany

Germany held the EU Presidency in the first half 2007 and its Chancellor, Angela 

Merkel, was largely responsible for the push for a new treaty, leading the negotiations 

and getting a treaty created during her presidency. Thus, while France has been largely 

responsible for attempting to salvage the treaty (during its presidency) and Portugal for 

getting it signed during its presidency (with the help of France and particularly Germany, 

given their greater influence), Germany could be considered responsible for its creation.

Opinion polls have shown that the country with the largest population in the EU 

would vote yes to the treaty, with 54% saying yes and 46% saying no (Angus Reid 

Global Monitor 25 June 2008). Important to note is that this poll was conducted only 

days after the Irish no vote. Maybe Germany’s large role in the treaty has at least partly 

contributed to this support (an argument that could be used with France as well), or 

maybe Germans simply like the treaty – such research has not been conducted.  Like with 

previous examples, however, support has not meant a go ahead for parliamentary-only 

ratification: in a poll from fall 2007, 76% of Germans wanted a referendum with only 

19% saying no (Harris Interactive 22 October 2007). These two polls were conducted at 

completely different times, and while changes in opinion between fall 2007 and June 

2008 are certainly possible, it is unlikely that it would change to the point of changing the 

majority opinion in this one, given how strong it was.
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Despite this, however, Germany went ahead with parliamentary ratification only. 

The treaty easily passed but in an interesting twist, its ratification has not been fully 

completed; the President is awaiting rulings by the German Federal Court in cases against 

the treaty, brought about Germans who feel that the treaty is unconstitutional (Deutsche 

Welle 08 October 2008). The court ruling, expected sometime is 2009, is thus what will 

determine whether Germany fully ratifies the Lisbon Treaty; were the court to rule 

against the treaty, despite the support and parliamentary yes, the treaty would most likely 

then be dead, regardless of whether a solution has been reached in Ireland.

6.24. Latvia

Like with its Baltic neighbors, the treaty easily passed its parliament; the results 

there were 70 for and three against, with one abstaining (EUbusiness 08 May 2008). 

Despite this, the Latvian Constitutional Court will be reviewing the treaty to see if it 

infringes Latvian sovereignty, in a case brought to them by thirteen people demanding a 

referendum on the treaty (The Baltic Times 24 September 2008).

It is interesting to note that several (constitutional) courts in Europe have been 

reviewing cases of the constitutionality of the treaty – Latvia, Germany, and the Czech 

Republic are examples of this. Thus, the courts have played a large role in the ratification 

of the treaty and have acted as a “second best option” for those who have been against the 

treaty but failed to bring about a referendum in their respective countries. With 

parliamentary ratification complete or at least inevitable, and with no referendum in sight, 

the courts are all that are left.

In Latvia’s case, however, it appears that the courts would be a better option for 

those opposed to the treaty; the two most recent referendums, in August 2008, both failed 

due to low turn out (Ibid 27 August 2008). Strong results in referendums, however, do 

still send a very strong message to the parliament, and a strong ‘no’ to the Lisbon Treaty 

would surely make a parliamentary ‘yes’ (especially by such a large majority) a very 

tricky move. Thus, especially since Latvia is arguably one of the more if not most 

euroskeptical of the new EU members, it can be considered odd that there was no 

movement to gather 10% of the electorate to bring about a national referendum (on a 

constitutional amendment) – which is all that it takes according to Article 78 of the 

Constitution (Constitution of the Republic of Latvia).
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6.25. United Kingdom

The United Kingdom is known for being a very skeptical member of the EU; it 

saw a large grassroots movement against the treaty and for a referendum, seen in such 

websites as “iwantareferendum.com,” among many others. In a Telegraph YouGov poll 

from fall 2007, 69% called for a referendum whereas only 14% did not want one 

(Telegraph 20 October 2007). This same poll showed much lack of knowledge about the 

treaty, with 50% saying they did not know if the treaty contained many of the unpopular 

provisions of the Constitution (Ibid). Interestingly, even this newspaper itself (Telegraph) 

ran a petition for a referendum.

Soon after the Irish no, a poll showed that 54% of Brits are opposed to the UK 

carrying on with ratification, with only 14% supporting it (YouGov 16-17 June 2008). 

This same poll showed that 24% feel that the UK should get out of the EU altogether, 

with another 38% saying it should leave all parts other than the single market and only 

29% answering that the UK should stay in the EU (Ibid). Thus, it can be said with pretty 

great confidence that had a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty been held in the UK, the 

result would have been a very strong no.

Despite such opposition and multiple bids by the Tories (as well as rebel Labour 

and Liberal Democrat) parliamentarians to get referendum motions and delays passed, the 

treaty passed and the UK ratified it (BBC News 18 June 2008). A move by a Tory MP to 

have the High Court review the treaty was rejected by the court (Ibid 19 June 2008). 

Thus, the Lisbon Treaty was able to clear one of its biggest challenges – passing in the 

United Kingdom. The movement against it was (and still is) certainly there among the 

people and even among a very large portion of the parliamentarians (more so than in most 

other EU countries) but in the end, this was not enough to stop it there.

6.26. Belgium

Home to the EU’s capital, Brussels, Belgium has many divisions and decision 

bodies – the national parliament, the Walloon parliament, the Flemish parliament, and 

several others. All (over ten) needed to sign off on the treaty in order for it to be ratified 

by the country, and after several months, final ratification was reached in July 2008 

(France 24 10 July 2008). Despite no referendum, the number of parliaments and similar 
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bodies that had to say yes means that the Lisbon Treaty went through many more tests in 

Belgium than in most other countries, where only the national parliament voted.

6.27. Ireland

Last but not least, one must speak of Ireland, the EU’s main problem child when it 

comes to this treaty. Of course, it was the one country that held a referendum on the 

treaty as called by its Constitution – and the one country, at least so far, that has outright 

rejected the treaty. 53.4% said no, 46.6% said yes, with 53% turnout in this June 12, 2008 

referendum (Irish Times 14 June 2008) – a huge blow to the government and parliament, 

which had supported the treaty, and the EU. A long campaign was run by both sides in the 

months leading up to the referendum. The skills of the ‘no’ campaigners were shown 

given that in polls leading to the vote, almost all showed ‘yes’ as winning – but with a 

very large undecided segment. A good example of this is the TNS/mrbi poll from May 

2008 showing 35% yes, 18% no, but 47% undecided (RTÉ News 16 May 2008).

As mentioned early in the essay, a Flash Eurobarometer poll done soon after the 

referendum attempted to find out why the Irish ended up voting no. First, the survey 

showed that 52% of those who did not vote said that they didn’t because they did not 

“fully understand the issues raised by the referendum” (Flash Eurobarometer 245 2008, p. 

3). Lack of knowledge has thus been a key problem in many countries. The skill of the 

‘no’ campaigners was also confirmed by the Eurobarometer, with even 57% of ‘yes’ 

voters saying that the ‘no’ campaign was most convincing (Ibid, p. 4). Many reasons 

were given for the ‘no’ vote, with the main ones being lack of information (22% of 

respondents) and to protect Irish identity (12%) (Ibid, p. 7).

Though the Irish government took “time off” after the referendum to decide what 

to do about the treaty and the results, from the very beginning there were many calling 

for a second referendum (as done in Ireland in the past with the Nice Treaty and even 

national issues). This appears to be exactly what will happen: the EU will address some 

of Ireland’s main concerns, allowing each country to keep its own commissioner, a major 

concession by EU leaders, and giving assurances regarding its neutrality and other issues 

via a document attached to Croatia’s accession treaty, paving the way for a second 

referendum in 2009 (EUobserver 12 December 2008). Whether it will pass or not is still 

unclear; a poll from November 2008 showed that it would pass – 43% yes, 39% no, and 
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18% no opinion (Irish Times 17 November 2008); thus, the ability of the ‘yes’ campaign 

to keep those 43% yes and get the ‘no opinion’ voters as well as many of the ‘no’ voters 

to move to yes now that clear concessions have been decided upon will be key to winning 

the next referendum, as will simply being better about informing voters exactly what the 

treaty is and does. Another ‘no’ would certainly mark the end of the treaty, as a third vote 

would be unthinkable. It would also throw the EU into yet another deep crisis.

7. Conclusions

Much analysis has already been done when speaking about each country, both in 

reference to that specific country but also within a broader context, speaking mostly 

about the democratic aspect; however, some more overarching conclusions about the 

treaty, referendums, the EU, and opinion as related to democracy should also be 

discussed here.

The first interesting fact is, of course, that in most EU countries, there is always at 

least some sort of minor debate over the possibility of a referendum on major EU 

changes. This was no different with the Lisbon Treaty; in debate articles over the treaty, 

there were many patterns to be found. Spasena Baramova in the Sofia Echo, for example, 

speaks of the Irish no meaning “maybe later” or “yes, but with some touches here and 

there” in the eyes of many European politicians (Sofia Echo 27 June 2008). Stavros 

Lygeros, in the Greek Kathimerini, speaks of EU citizens’ growing discontent, beyond 

typical euroskepticism, feeling “alienated from the current institutions” (Kathimerini 19 

June 2008). Other articles speak of one of the most common themes to be found in the 

debate, something mentioned many times previously – that of the infringement of 

sovereignty. Finally, Michael Briguglio speaks in The Malta Independent of the main 

subject of this paper and probably the most common theme when, in his debate piece, he 

says that “the lack of a referendum on the EU treaty shows a profound disrespect for 

democracy and for the sovereign will” (The Malta Independent 27 December 2007).

Regardless of the themes chosen by those debating, even in countries where 

referendums have never been a commonly-used method of decision (or do not have a 

good reputation, such as in Bulgaria), it is not hard to find at least one or two debate 

articles in newspapers calling for a referendum – a pattern that repeated itself almost 
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without fault. If there is a major EU decision involved, there will be those calling for 

referendums.

Why is this so? One group that has a clear reason to call for referendums is those 

against the treaty and other euroskeptics, such as Briguglio above and many others 

previously mentioned throughout; with parliaments all for the treaty, a referendum is one 

of the few ways to stop it (along with the courts, in some countries). However, it is clear 

that there are many others who wish to have a referendum despite supporting the treaty, 

as shown by previously-mentioned opinion polls. One does not see such a call for 

referendums in many countries that have had much more controversial laws and policies 

passed, however – the Press Code in Slovakia being a good example, especially given 

that it was so tied to the debate around the treaty. While there were debate articles to be 

found for a referendum on the treaty, no such articles or polls could be found for the Press 

Code.

One clear difference between “regular” laws and the EU treaties (and projects like 

the euro) is the fact that the EU is a supranational organization located often far away, 

seen as taking away sovereignty from the democratically-elected parliamentarians and 

leaders of a country. Saying no to an EU directive is not nearly as easy as a new 

parliament overruling a previous law. However, long-term effects might be much longer. 

When it comes to the Lisbon Treaty, those against the EU should be pleased about the 

existence of an exit clause in the treaty, officially allowing countries to leave. The 

sovereignty argument also has flaws. After all, each country’s parliament, which is voting 

on the treaty, is directly elected, but even the other elements of the EU are not without 

connections to the member states, as each country chooses its own commissioner and the 

Council is made up of country leaders, none of which came to power outside of 

democratic means. Without the prime ministers and other national leaders, all of which 

have democratic legitimacy in having been elected or chosen by their parliaments, there 

would be no Lisbon Treaty. In addition, the EU, despite its unique international standing, 

is hardly the only organization that takes some sovereignty away from nation states, with 

countries being members of countless treaties and organizations, all of which take a their 

share; referendums on all international treaties or anything that may affect sovereignty 

would be unthinkable.
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Despite this, the wish for a referendum is still high. However, when looking at the 

Lisbon Treaty’s passing from a democratic perspective, has it really been “undemocratic” 

as many debate articles and parties would argue? Parliaments are democratically elected; 

no country has pure direct democracy where the people decide all issues, and thus the 

duty of parliamentarians in a parliamentary democracy is to decide what is best for their 

country based on their stances and their party. To decide on behalf of their people is 

exactly what they are paid for. Thus, unless called for due to the Constitution, one could 

argue that there is no need for referendums. It is, certainly, hard to argue that Switzerland, 

with its tradition of many referendums on many different types of issues, is any more 

democratic than any other EU country or its similar counterparts in the world where such 

a referendum tradition is not alive.

If citizens do not wish to have further EU integration, voting for parties that will 

work against this is a possibility; many countries have had elections since the 

Constitution was created, and thus the possibility to vote in parties that would stop a 

replacement could have been done in this time. While one can argue that on such issues, 

countries should still consult their people without forcing citizens to be one-issued and 

vote for parties solely based on EU-related matters, there are other options such as the EU 

parliamentary elections, which, clearly, have a much greater EU-only focus.

As mentioned early in the essay, the Lisbon Treaty in many ways promises to 

increase the democratic legitimacy of the European Union. Especially in light of this and 

the points mentioned above, the calls for referendums can seem surprising. Possibly the 

best explanation for what is going on is what Stavros Lygeros, previously mentioned, 

spoke about: a disillusion with the EU and its institutions. Parliaments pass laws that are 

unpopular all the time, and every once in a while, there are a few that really upset 

citizens; while governments can fall over such things, they often don’t, but even in such 

cases, the next election is always around the corner, where a new parliament can be 

elected and the decision undone if it was highly popular. With the EU, this seems tougher. 

The thought of bringing down the EU or of one country’s leadership managing to change 

the course of the EU over a law it does not like is much harder. Even for those who 

consider the EU to be democratic, Brussels and its institutions seem much further away 

and harder to deal with and understand than one country’s own parliament.
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Such dissatisfaction can clearly have effects on something like the Lisbon Treaty, 

which, though meant to have been a simplified Constitution, has been described as 

unreadable (BBC News 23 July 2007). This leads to arguably the other major problem the 

EU has, including with the Lisbon Treaty: lack of information. As mentioned, this was 

shown to be one of the leading causes of the Irish no, showing that the no goes far 

beyond just simple explanations about not liking the EU or the treaty itself. Many 

previously-mentioned polls showed a very large lack of knowledge in many countries; for 

example, in the aforementioned Harris poll, those “not at all familiar” with the treaty 

were 68% in Great Britain, 56% in France, 62% in Italy, 54% in Spain, and 67% in 

Germany (Harris Interactive 22 October 2007). This does not automatically mean no 

support – as polls in France and Germany both showed support for the treaty. This lack of 

knowledge, however, shows a clear lack of connection with the heart of the EU, further 

assisting the dissolution and enhancing the feeling that it is a far away institution. It is 

easy to be afraid of that which one does not understand – or at the very least be weary, 

even if one supports it. Keeping citizens informed is a key part of democracy. After all, 

without knowing about the institutions, the treaty, etc., it is hard to know how one can 

participate in the democratic process and what one’s role is and can be. Here, both the EU 

and national parliaments and governments have failed (with regards to EU matters).

Knowledge about institutions and the governance system in one’s own country is 

clearly higher. If one cannot read the treaty, and if one does not really know how its 

institutions work, it is understandable that many will not give a blank check– regardless 

of the potential for democratic improvements that may come. An additional argument 

against parliamentary-only ratification is that even those who most certainly should know 

about the treaty in order to be able to properly vote on it are unknowledgeable about it; 

the Slovenian Press Agency, upon Slovenia’s parliamentary ratification of the treaty, 

pointed out that a majority of deputy groups felt that they weren’t adequately informed 

about the treaty, that the debate was not what was desired, and that ratification was 

rushed by the government (Slovenska Tiskovna Agencija 29 January 2008). If even those 

whom taxpayers pay to decide on issues will vote yes without having proper knowledge, 

then it may indeed be right to question the democratic legitimacy of parliaments in being 

the sole deciders of such important issues – clearly, in this case, they cannot say they are 
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doing what is best for their people nor what they believe in if they do not really know 

what they are voting on. They are not doing their jobs.

At the same time, however, the likelihood of completely-informed citizens having 

full ability to vote on such documents seems minute, and then one also has to deal with 

issues like low voter turnout – something which has plagued EU parliamentary elections 

and many other referendums.

7.1. Poll Results

Something which was surprising to the author was the fact that opinion polls were 

not available in every country – something which, at the beginning of the essay, the 

author had considered to be the area least likely to become problematic, given how many 

opinion polls are always being conducted on other, less important topics. Out of the 27 

countries in the European Union, twelve countries had no polls on either the treaty or on 

holding on a referendum (that were possible to find, at least): Slovakia, Portugal, 

Slovenia, Estonia, Cyprus, Luxembourg, Finland, Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, Latvia, 

and Belgium. Based on other information such as general EU satisfaction, it is possible to 

suggest that certain ones would vote yes (such as Portugal, Luxembourg, Belgium, etc.) 

whereas others would vote no (Slovakia, Latvia, etc.), but attempts at guessing should be 

limited and thus no such conclusions can be considered solid in the context of this essay, 

regardless of the potential support for both yes and no in different countries.

To summarize the polls that were indeed possible to find, here are the results as a 

whole (in the cases of there being more than one poll, the latest one is used; all were 

mentioned in the text). Eleven countries had polls about whether there should be a 

referendum on the treaty: the Netherlands, Spain, Denmark, Malta, Austria, Greece, 

Sweden, Italy, France, and Germany. All of these supported referendums – and with large 

majorities: 56, 65, 54, 77, 60, 84, 67, 72, 61, 76, 69, respectively (in percent). In this 

sampling one finds countries from the north and south, east and west, old and new 

members, and thus it can be expected that similar majorities would support referendums 

in many others, if not most other, EU countries. Thus, it is clear that parliaments and 

governments in the EU (in at least 11 of 27 states – and most likely more if not most or 

even all) have not followed the wishes of their people by choosing to ratify by parliament 

only. Especially in a few of these, the consensus is significant (though, as previously 
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mentioned, there is a caveat with regards to Greece’s number as the author was not able 

to verify its source). From early on it was clear that Ireland was going to have a 

referendum, but regardless of this, it is likely that support for one would have been very 

high there regardless, given Ireland’s EU referendum tradition.

Opinion polls on the treaty itself were to be found in nine countries: Lithuania, 

Czech Republic, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Ireland (where a referendum 

itself was held), Poland, Denmark, France, and Germany. Five of these would not have 

supported the treaty whereas four would (‘no’ percentages in order: 49, 55, 54, 54, 53.4 

(the result of the Irish referendum), 14, 26, 44, 46); in two of these, namely the Czech 

Republic and the Netherlands, later polls (from after the Irish vote) showed a change; in 

both cases, from yes to no. Thus, in certain cases, it can be considered that the Irish vote 

had an effect on opinion, but certainly not in all. If one connects parliamentary decisions 

on important issues such as these with democracy and legitimacy, one will thus have 

problems with Lithuania, Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and Ireland, whose 

parliaments all supported the treaty. Especially problematic is the United Kingdom, 

where support against the treaty was so strong, and Ireland, which went beyond just 

opinion polls and of course held an actual referendum, showing a result different than that 

wished for by the main parties and leaders. The Czech Republic’s parliament has not yet 

voted on the treaty, but it is likely to pass it as well, thus creating problems there, too.

Also important to note, however, is that, as stated before, wanting a referendum 

does not necessarily mean that one is against the treaty. Out of the eleven countries that 

had polls on whether or not to hold a referendum, four of these also had polls on the 

Lisbon Treaty itself: the Netherlands, Denmark, France, Germany, and the United 

Kingdom. Only two of these, however, showed a ‘no’ winning: the Netherlands and the 

United Kingdom. The other three would all have voted yes. Thus, parliaments that chose 

to not have a referendum and simply passed the treaty even when there was support for it 

are not cleared when it comes to democracy/legitimacy issues, either, especially given the 

very high majorities in support of referendums (a situation which looks even less 

legitimate in the countries where both support for a referendum and against the treaty 

were high but where parliaments ignored both aspects and passed the treaty anyway).
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There have been those who have called for a pan-European referendum on the 

Lisbon Treaty, something which experts have deemed impossible, even if non-binding 

(EUobserver 13 November 2008). Unfortunately, given how many countries ended up 

without polls, simulating the results of one such pan-European referendum in this essay is 

not possible. However, one common complaint about what happened in June is that half 

of one small country is stopping progress in an area of 500 million people; at the very 

least, what one can do here is thus to see just how big the support and opposition are in 

the countries that did have opinion polls. One can do this simply by adding up all of these 

countries’ populations that are for or against the treaty and then comparing these figures 

to the total population to get what would thus be a pan-European poll. (Population figures 

to be used are according to the latest given estimates by the countries’ statistics bureaus, 

keeping in mind that they may not necessarily be from around the same time the polls 

were taken, something which will weaken these results a bit.) Of course, this ignores 

facts like not every person in a country being able to vote, voter turnout, etc., but it does 

at least give a somewhat larger picture than what has been previously given.

Direct polls on the treaty were to be found, as mentioned, in Lithuania (pop. 

3,354,700), the Czech Republic (pop. 10,446,157), the Netherlands (pop. 16,405,399), 

the United Kingdom (pop. 60,975,000), Ireland (actual referendum held, pop. 4,239,848) 

Poland (pop. 38,125,000), Denmark (pop. 5,505,995), France (pop. 63,800,000), and 

Germany (pop. 82,218,000). In these nine countries, the total population was 

285,070,099, or about 57% of the total EU population – thus a fairly large share (which 

greatly helps the relevancy of this exercise), despite the low number of countries, given 

that some very large countries have been included. Here, one also finds a mix of different 

types of countries – new and old members, large and small. It is important to note that in 

some of these polls, only yes or no was allowed, whereas in others, other answers such as 

‘don’t know’ were allowed – only straight yes or no answers are being included here. The 

number of those against the Lisbon Treaty, using the latest opinion polls mentioned in 

this paper, is 124,100,022, or 43.5% of these nine countries. The number of those for the 

treaty is 126,958,267, or 44.5%. Thus, despite the high opposition to the treaty in many 

places, in this selection of nine countries covering more than a half of the EU population, 

the Lisbon Treaty would narrowly pass (keeping in mind the weakness of these polls).
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8. Final Thoughts

These results seem to suggest that the EU is much more divided on the issue of 

the Lisbon Treaty than many anti-treaty campaigners seem to suggest. At the same time, 

however, it is clear that in a pan-EU referendum, in a hypothetical situation where the 

majority of the EU population and not single countries would decide the fate of the treaty, 

neither a yes nor a no result is given. Also clear from the polls is that in how the Lisbon 

Treaty actually has to be ratified – country-by-country – it would fail in more countries 

than just Ireland even if it were to get enough votes in the EU as a whole in order to pass.

Another clear conclusion one can take from the polls discussed above is that EU 

citizens want to have a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty, regardless of their opinion on 

the treaty itself. No country has willingly chosen to have a referendum, which could be 

interpreted as a bad sign for democracy when wishes for one are so high and widespread.

Despite this, however, it is hard to say that a country with a referendum is any 

more democratic than a country without. However, the people’s wishes cannot be 

ignored. To the author, the benefits of the Lisbon Treaty when it comes to democracy are 

clear and should be welcomed. At the same time, it is hard for the European Union and its 

member states to speak of democratic improvements while at the same time doing their 

best to avoid putting the treaty to a referendum, where it would fail in some places.

It can be argued that due to the large lack of knowledge, the best is to continue 

ratification and get the treaty into place anyway, which will benefit all EU citizens, and 

then, after it is in place, work on getting support higher. However, the lack of support in 

many places for the treaty, and above all, the lack of knowledge when it comes to not just 

the treaty but the EU as a whole, is not something that can be ignored. The ratification of 

the Lisbon Treaty, if ratified in the end by all states, will be seen with much distrust by 

many in the union – it will be seen as sneaky, having ignored the will of the people.

This dissatisfaction must be addressed if the EU is to achieve its democratic goal; 

citizens need to be taught about exactly what the EU and the treaty are, how they work, 

and how citizens can participate. At the same time, however, it must be pointed out that 

the treaty is ratified by individual countries and thus it has not been the European 

Commission or any EU body that has decided to not have a referendum but rather 

something that each individual country has decided, though of course the EU has 
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certainly encouraged this path. Despite the anger being directed mostly at the European 

Union and it, too, having many issues it must work on, it is clear that individual countries 

are the ones most in need of improvements when it comes to their democratic legitimacy 

vis-à-vis their citizens (especially with regards to EU matters).
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