International Economics and Economic Policy (2022) 19:401-409
https://doi.org/10.1007/510368-022-00541-w

ORIGINAL PAPER

®

Check for
updates

The distribution of power within the EU: perspectives
on a Ukrainian accession and a Turkish accession

Werner Kirsch’

Accepted: 9 May 2022 / Published online: 18 May 2022
© The Author(s) 2022

Abstract

On February 28th, 2022, Ukraine submitted an application concerning accession to
the European Union. As Ukraine is already linked to the European Union through an
Association Agreement and the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement—
signed in 2014—there might be a chance for the Ukraine to join the EU within the
next decade. With about 41 million inhabitants, Ukraine is a rather large country and
the 65% majority requirement under the EU’s Qualified Majority Voting rules would
give Ukraine some significant power in a future EU28. Herein, it is shown how rel-
ative political power indices—as measured by the Banzhaf index—would change
in the case of an EU enlargement to allow accession by Ukraine: The large econo-
mies would lose power and, surprisingly, many small countries would gain political
power. Such perspectives might lead one to reconsider the voting procedures of the
Council of the European Union at the EU level in the course of future negotiations
on amendments to the Lisbon Treaty. The case of Turkey’s accession is also consid-
ered as is the case of Montenegro joining the European Union.
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1 Introduction

Triggered by the Russian invasion of Ukraine on February 24th, 2022, the Ukrain-
ian government quickly filed an application for membership of the European Union
(EU) on February 28th. Soon after, the governments of Moldova and Georgia fol-
lowed suit. With a population of more than 40 million, Ukraine is—by far—larger
than any other potential candidate country with the exception of Turkey which has a
population of more than 80 million.
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The accession of Ukraine to the EU or the rejection thereof will have profound
and complex consequences in both the political and economic spheres. Many of
these consequences are hard to predict.

In this note, we look at a computable implication: We investigate the impact an
accession of Ukraine to the European Union would have on the distribution of power
within the Council of the European Union and compare this with selected other
accession scenarios. Since Ukraine is comparable in terms of population size with
Spain or Poland, two of the larger current EU member countries, it is interesting to
learn the extent to which an accession of Ukraine might change or even disturb the
balance of power in the Council.

In the following, we measure the influence a country has in the Council by
employing the Banzhaf index (for an in-depth explanation of the index itself, please
see below or Felsenthal and Machover (1998), Taylor and Pacelli (2010), Kirsch
(2016a), and the references provided therein). Changes in the Banzhaf power index
were also particularly relevant in the case of BREXIT due to which it was the rela-
tively larger EU countries in the EU27 which gained power, while smaller countries
were losing power (Kirsch 2016b); relative winners in the power changes were Spain
and Portugal in particular. To the extent that the EU budget lines are influenced by
such relative power changes, one may expect that the EU budget will show a change
in favor of those countries which are the political power winners in relative terms as
measured by the Banzhaf index—an issue which will not be analyzed further herein.

The analytical interest of the present contribution places a focus on changes in
the internal power balance within the Council of the European Union the context of
a future enlargement concerning the accession of Ukraine; indeed, the emphasis is
on those policy fields in the EU—which concerns Council of the European Union
meetings—which involve majority voting, which excludes issues such as taxation or
foreign policy which require unanimous voting. Section 2 takes a closer look at vot-
ing requirements in the context of the Council of the European Union and presents
results for an enlarged EU (i.e., including Ukraine and some other countries). Sec-
tion 3 offers basic conclusions.

2 Voting in the Council of the European Union

The Council of the European Union is one of the legislative bodies of the European
Union. Each member state is represented by one government official. The voting
procedure in the Council is regulated by the Treaty of Lisbon.

In most fields of politics, the Council reaches policy decisions by means of “dou-
ble majority”. A double majority is achieved if the supporters of a proposal rep-
resent both 65% of the population of the European Union as a whole and 55% of
the member states. This voting procedure was introduced as a compromise between
a qualified majority of the citizens (i.e., the population criterion) and a qualified
majority of the member countries (i.e., the states criterion). The second criterion
makes sure that the votes of smaller member states, for example Malta or Luxem-
bourg, do not become completely irrelevant.
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There is also an additional rule: If only three member states vote against a pro-
posal, then the proposal is accepted even if the double majority is not reached. This
rule prevents three large countries, e.g., Germany, Italy, and Poland, from joining
forces to block a decision. There are very few combinations of three countries which
together represent more than 35% of the population of the EU: In the current EU27,
there are only 22 such combinations possible.

This system is what is known as qualified majority voting (QMYV).

2.1 Voting systems and the Banzhaf power index

A voting system consists of a set of voters (for example, members of a parliament or
member states in the Council of the European Union) and the rule(s) which deter-
mines when a collection of voters is winning. A set of voters supporting a particular
proposal is called a coalition. For example, in a parliament of 100 members, a coali-
tion will typically be winning if it comprises at least 51 members.' Sometimes, such
as to pass an amendment of the constitution, a simple majority is not sufficient for
a coalition to be winning, a two-thirds or three-quarters majority may be required
(i.e., a qualified majority). Moreover, voting systems may be more complicated than
this, for example in bicameral systems or, as explained above, in the Council of the
European Union.

Power indices have been developed to measure the influence (“power”) any voter
has in a given voting system. In a typical parliament where every voter (i.e., every
member of parliament) has just one vote, all voters have the same voting power. How-
ever, in a weighted voting system, where voters may have different weights, it is not
so clear how powerful a particular voter is. Let us consider a simplified voting system
with two voters, one with a weighting of 51, the other with weighting of 49. If a
winning coalition needs at least 51 votes, then the first voter obviously holds all the
power, as she or he can push through any proposal he or she wants while the second
can never reach the threshold. On the other hand, if 67 votes are required, then the
two voters have the same power: Both voters are needed for an affirmative decision.

This way of looking at voting power is systematized by the Banzhaf index. For
a given voter v, we look at all winning coalitions in which v is included. We call v
decisive if a defection of v would make this coalition a losing coalition. The Banzhaf
power BP(v) is the number of all coalitions for which v is decisive. The Banzhaf
index BI(v) is the share of power the voter v has among all voters. More precisely

BP(v)
2,evBP()
To compute the Banzhaf index, one has to check all possible coalitions. If there

are N voters, the number of coalitions is 2V, so for the Council of the European
Union with 27 member states, it is 134,217,728. It is clear that in such a case we

BI(v) =

! Here, and in the following, we do not allow or consider abstentions.
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need a computer to do the job. To compute the tables below, we used the program
iop 2.0 (Brauninger and Konig 2005).

The effect of the aforementioned “additional rule,” i.e., forbidding blocking deci-
sions by only three states, is negligible in the present context. For the current EU,
there are only 22 coalitions of 24 states which do not represent 65% of the total pop-
ulation of the EU. This number is of (almost) no consequence for the power indices.

We also look at a type of voting measure known as Coleman’s “power of a collec-
tivity to act” or as decision probability. It describes the “probability” that a proposal
will get approved, in other words the percentage of winning coalitions among all
coalitions. In a parliament with simple majority rule, decision probability is (about)
50%. In systems with qualified majority requirements, the decision probability is—
as a rule—much lower. In fact, if the relative quota required for an affirmative action
is kept fixed, then the decision probability declines when more voters are admitted
(Kirsch 2016a).

2.2 Accession of Ukraine and its effect on power indices

Table 1 shows the distribution of power in the context of both the current Council
of the European Union and after Ukraine joining the Union. Countries are ranked in
terms of their population in decreasing order. The second column gives the popula-
tion of the respective state in millions of inhabitants. The third and fourth columns
contain the Banzhaf power indices in the current Council (EU27) and in the Council
after the accession of Ukraine, respectively. The last column shows the relative gains
or losses of power.

For these computations, we used the most recent population estimates available
from Eurostat as of the end of April 2022. Ukraine would be the fifth largest mem-
ber state by population; its population size ranks Ukraine between Spain and Poland.

There is a caveat to be noted here: At the point in time of a future EU acces-
sion, Ukraine’s population figure might be somewhat different depending on how
many more refugees might follow those who left Ukraine during the first 4 months
of 2022 in the months and years to come and how many may have returned subse-
quently to Ukraine. Under the worst circumstances, emigration from the Ukraine
could indeed raise the population figures of for example Germany, Italy, Austria,
and particularly Poland. Whether or not a considerable share of Ukrainian immi-
grants in EU27 countries would want to get the citizenship of the respective destina-
tion country remains to be seen. In the subsequent table, current population figures
for the end of 2021 are used.

It seems obvious that with the accession of new member states, the share of
power of “old” members should decrease (the “cake” needs to be distributed among
more people). This loss of power occurs indeed for the 18 largest member states.
Bigger states tend to lose more power and the biggest losses occur for Spain and
Poland, the states closest in population to Ukraine. Any single loss of power, how-
ever, remains well below 15%.

At first glance, it is quite surprising that the nine smallest states actually win
power through Ukraine’s joining the EU. This unexpected effect—or rather its
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Table 1 Population statistics on a potential EU enlargement by the Ukraine and the changes in the Banzhaf
power index

Country Pop. (mio.) BI: EU27 BI: EU27+UA Rel. diff
Germany 83.2 12.09% 10.83% -10.41%
France 67.7 10.08% 8.89% -11.80%
Italy 59.2 8.88% 7.83% —11.86%
Spain 474 7.66% 6.65% -13.29%
Ukraine 414 5.96%

Poland 37.8 6.41% 5.54% —13.55%
Romania 19.2 3.95% 3.73% —5.49%
Netherlands 17.5 3.75% 3.56% -511%
Belgium 11.6 3.05% 2.95% -3.35%
Czechia 10.70 2.95% 2.86% -3.01%
Greece 10.68 2.95% 2.86% —3.00%
Sweden 10.4 291% 2.83% —2.88%
Portugal 10.3 2.90% 2.82% —2.84%
Hungary 9.7 2.83% 2.76% -2.59%
Austria 8.9 2.74% 2.68% —-2.23%
Bulgaria 6.9 2.50% 2.47% -1.12%
Denmark 5.8 2.37% 2.36% —-0.43%
Finland 5.53 2.33% 2.33% —0.24%
Slovakia 5.46 2.32% 2.32% -0.18%
Ireland 5.0 2.27% 2.27% 0.13%
Croatia 4.0 2.15% 2.17% 0.86%
Lithuania 2.8 2.00% 2.04% 1.98%
Slovenia 2.1 1.92% 1.97% 2.69%
Latvia 1.9 1.90% 1.95% 2.92%
Estonia 1.3 1.83% 1.89% 3.54%
Cyprus 0.90 1.77% 1.85% 4.06%
Luxembourg 0.63 1.74% 1.82% 4.39%
Malta 0.53 1.73% 1.81% 4.55%
Decision probability 13.2% 11.36%

inverse—was already observed in connection with Brexit (for more, see Koczy
(2016) and Kirsch (2016b)). After Brexit, the larger member states gained or won
more power, while the smaller states lost power.

This counterintuitive phenomenon has to do with the “states criterion” in the vot-
ing procedure of the Council. The threshold of 55% of member states jumps from
14.85 for 27 member states in the EU to 15.4 for 28 member states. As the number
of states is an integer, this results in an effective jump from 15 to 16. This increase of
the threshold in the “states criterion” gives the small states more power, while their
power through the “population criterion” is negligible anyway. In fact, if only the
population criterion is considered, then Malta’s and Luxembourg’s Banzhaf index is
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Table 2 Future potential EU enlargement by Turkey and changes in the Banzhaf power index

Country Pop. (mio.) BI: EU27 BI: EU27+TR Rel. diff
Turkey 84.7 9.92%

Germany 83.2 12.09% 9.75% —19.39%
France 67.7 10.08% 8.03% —20.37%
Italy 59.2 8.88% 7.34% —17.33%
Spain 474 7.66% 6.09% -20.51%
Poland 37.8 6.41% 4.94% —22.89%
Romania 19.2 3.95% 3.57% -9.57%
Netherlands 17.5 3.75% 3.41% —8.88%
Belgium 11.6 3.05% 2.88% -5.69%
Czechia 10.70 2.95% 2.80% —5.08%
Greece 10.68 2.95% 2.80% —5.06%
Sweden 10.4 2.91% 2.77% -4.83%
Portugal 10.3 2.90% 2.76% —-4.77%
Hungary 9.7 2.83% 2.71% -4.33%
Austria 8.9 2.74% 2.64% -3.67%
Bulgaria 6.9 2.50% 2.45% -1.79%
Denmark 5.8 2.37% 2.36% -0.59%
Finland 5.53 2.33% 2.33% -0.23%
Slovakia 5.46 2.32% 2.32% -0.14%
Ireland 5.0 2.27% 2.28% 0.41%
Croatia 4.0 2.15% 2.19% 1.69%
Lithuania 2.8 2.00% 2.08% 3.54%
Slovenia 2.1 1.92% 2.01% 4.75%
Latvia 1.9 1.90% 1.99% 5.14%
Estonia 1.3 1.83% 1.94% 6.20%
Cyprus 0.90 1.77% 1.90% 7.10%
Luxembourg 0.63 1.74% 1.88% 7.66%
Malta 0.53 1.73% 1.87% 7.93%
Decision probability 13.2% 11.40%

about 0.1%. Thus, again as regards Malta and Luxembourg, it could be an attractive
EU policy strategy for both countries to team up with special partner countries—
Luxembourg, for example, might try to cooperate rather strongly with Belgium or
the Netherlands in the future—countries whose Banzhaf index is clearly much larger
than that of Luxembourg itself. It is noteworthy that the combined power index for
Belgium plus the Netherlands exceeds the power index of the Ukraine.

Table 1 also shows that the power of the Council to act decreases from 13.2 to
11.4%. A decrease of this index after enlarging the body is to be expected from gen-
eral considerations (Kirsch 2016a).
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Table 3 Changes in the Banzhaf power index in the case of EU eastern enlargement by Montenegro

Country Pop. (mio.) BI: EU27 BI: EU27+MNE Rel. diff
Germany 83.2 12.09% 10.93% -9.61%
France 67.7 10.08% 9.16% -9.15%
Ttaly 59.2 8.88% 8.10% —8.80%
Spain 474 7.66% 7.07% —7.80%
Poland 37.8 6.41% 5.90% -7.99%
Romania 19.2 3.95% 3.84% —-2.87%
Netherlands 17.5 3.75% 3.66% -2.27%
Belgium 11.6 3.05% 3.06% 0.42%
Czechia 10.70 2.95% 2.98% 0.93%
Greece 10.68 2.95% 2.97% 0.94%
Sweden 10.4 291% 2.94% 1.13%
Portugal 10.3 2.90% 2.94% 1.18%
Hungary 9.7 2.83% 2.88% 1.54%
Austria 8.9 2.74% 2.80% 2.09%
Bulgaria 6.9 2.50% 2.59% 3.66%
Denmark 5.8 2.37% 2.48% 4.65%
Finland 5.53 2.33% 2.45% 4.94%
Slovakia 5.46 2.32% 2.44% 5.01%
Ireland 5.0 2.27% 2.39% 5.47%
Croatia 4.0 2.15% 2.29% 6.54%
Lithuania 2.8 2.00% 2.17% 8.11%
Slovenia 2.1 1.92% 2.10% 9.08%
Latvia 1.9 1.90% 2.07% 9.39%
Estonia 1.3 1.83% 2.01% 10.26%
Cyprus 0.90 1.77% 1.97% 11.01%
Luxembourg 0.63 1.74% 1.94% 11.47%
Montenegro 0.62 1.94%

Malta 0.53 1.73% 1.93% 11.70%
Decision probability 13.2% 11.36%

2.3 Afew other accession scenarios

Turkey is about twice as big in terms of population as Ukraine. Should it join the
European Union, it would be the largest member state. Tables 2 and 3 show the
results of the computation for the Banzhaf power index in the context of various
cases of potential EU enlargements in the future.

The losses in power of the bigger states are larger than in the case of Ukraine, the
biggest being the case of Poland again (almost 23%), but all of the bigger states lose
about 20% of their Banzhaf power. Again, nine smaller states gain power, even more
than through Ukraine’s membership.
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We contrast this with an assumed accession of the smallest current candidate
country, namely Montenegro. Table 3 shows the (relative) gains and losses in this
case. As expected, the bigger states lose power, this time Germany is suffering the
biggest loss, but all losses stay below 10%. In the case of Montenegro acceding to
the European Union, the smallest 20 states win power, even mid-size countries like
Belgium or Czechia. The gains of power of some states are above 11%.

The hypothetical case of an enlargement of the EU to include both the Ukraine
and Montenegro clearly suggests that a future round of EU enlargement on the Bal-
kans would again change the internal power balance in EU.

Finally, we shall have a brief look at the envisaged accession of both Moldavia
and Georgia (with populations of 3.6 and 3.7 million, respectively). In this case,
all 27 “old” member states lose power (data available on request). The relative loss
ranges from 6.88% for Malta, the smallest state, to 2.37% for Germany, the biggest
state.

3 Conclusions

The power analyses presented indicate that none of the scenarios would disturb the
balance of power in the Council too strongly. An EU enlargement with the accession
of Ukraine would raise the relative power of many smaller countries and weaken
the position of bigger countries. This could lead to discussions among the larger EU
member countries to change the minimum majority requirement in the future or to
change the QMV system completely.

Not unexpectedly, the accession of a state as big as Turkey would cause the
biggest changes in terms of the distribution of power. The accession of Ukraine
would make noticeable changes, but not completely disturb the voting system.

The rather complicated system of QMV produces unexpected and unwanted
effects such as the increase of power where a decrease would be reasonable. One
may regard this as a defect of the voting system, perhaps more a theoretical than
a practical problem. However, we believe that a power index analysis can help
to understand real-world voting systems like the voting procedure in the Council
and may help to improve them.

The question of the possible accession of Ukraine (or Moldavia or Georgia)
requires the very careful analysis of all political and economic aspects, possibly
also including problems of a military nature.

The voting system in the Council of the European Union has major defects, one
of which we described above, which should be avoided by a reform of the sys-
tem. Nevertheless, the voting system proves to be robust enough to give accept-
able results after consideration of various potential enlargements of the European
Union, including an accession of Ukraine.
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