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ABSTRACT
Europees beleid heeft een impact op de bevoegdheden van regio’s. Daarom hebben regionale overheden
verscheidene strategieën ontwikkeld om hun beleidsvoorkeuren ten aanzien van Europees beleid te
verwezenlijken. Dit rapport onderzoekt welke factoren verschillen in voorkeursverwezenlijking verklaren:
waarom hebben sommige regio’s meer succes dan anderen en waarom is een regio de ene keer wel
succesvol en de andere keer niet? Om deze vraag te beantwoorden verzamelden we informatie omtrent de
participatie, beleidsvoorkeuren en strategieën van meer dan 40 regio’s ten aanzien van vijf recente
beleidsprocessen. Dit deden we aan de hand van consultatiedata, interviews met de Commissie en
interviews met regionale vertegenwoordigingen in Brussel. We testen een aantal verklaringen die te maken
hebben met een regio’s institutionele capaciteiten, beïnvloedingsstrategieën en beleidsovereenkomst. Een
lineaire regressie toont aan dat sterke regio’s met veel institutionele capaciteiten hun beleidsvoorkeuren
niet meer verwezenlijkt zien dan anderen. De mate waarin een regio succesvol is in de EU hangt eerder af
van de beleidscontext: wanneer een regio deel uitmaakt van een sterke coalitie heeft die doorgaans meer
succes. De mate waarin een regio haar voorkeuren kan verwezenlijken wordt daarnaast in sterke mate
bepaald door hoe die voorkeuren zich verhouden tot die van andere stakeholders. Het besluit gaat in op de
implicaties van deze bevindingen voor de casus Vlaanderen.
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INLEIDING
Regio’s ondervinden net als lidstaten de gevolgen van Europese beleidsvorming. Vaak worden op
Europees niveau beslissingen genomen die betrekking hebben op regionale bevoegdheden. De Vlaamse
overheid heeft net zoals bepaalde andere regio’s deze impact erkend en legt zich toe op het beïnvloeden
van EU-wetgeving. Regionale overheden in de EU hebben een brede waaier aan strategieën ontwikkeld
om hun betrokkenheid bij de totstandkoming van Europees beleid te vergroten. Regio’s met veel
bevoegdheden en autonomie hebben zich vooral toegelegd op het versterken van hun institutionele positie
binnenin de lidstaat. Recente voorbeelden zijn onderhandelingen tussen de Belgische federale staat, de
gemeenschappen en de gewesten over een nieuw samenwerkingsakkoord met betrekking tot de
vertegenwoordiging van België in de Raad van Ministers of de Britse discussie over “devo-max” na de
negatieve uitslag van het Schotse referendum over onafhankelijkheid:
“The EU exercises considerable influence over economic prosperity and social welfare – areas of
policy that are either already the responsibility of the Scottish Parliament or expected to be
transferred to Edinburgh through the Smith Commission process. Our strong belief is that Scotland
should have specific competences to act directly in the EU to improve Scotland’s sustainable
economic performance, maintain the integrity of Scottish Government policy in its areas of
responsibility and make a distinctive contribution to European challenges.”1
Regio’s hebben ook andere strategieën ontwikkeld met als doel hun invloed in de EU te vergroten. Zo
hebben regionale overheden zich laten vertegenwoordigen via het Comité van de Regio’s, hebben ze
massaal kantoren geopend in Brussel (Marks, Haesly, & Mbaye, 2002; Moore, 2008; Tatham & Thau,
2014), zijn ze lid geworden van een brede waaier aan regionale associaties (Donas & Beyers, 2013),
hebben ze informele regionale netwerken uitgebouwd (Beyers & Donas, 2014) en zoeken ze direct contact
met Europese instellingen (Beyers, Donas, & Fraussen, 2015). Wat tot op de dag van vandaag echter
onduidelijk is, is de vraag of deze toenemende regionale activiteit in Brussel ook effectief invloed genereert.
Dit rapport onderzoekt in welke mate regio’s erin slagen om hun beleidsvoorkeuren ten aanzien van
Europees beleid te verwezenlijken. Voor dit onderzoek beschouwen wij regio’s dus als invloedrijk, of beter
gezegd, succesvol, wanneer de uitkomst van Europees beleid overeenkomt met de preferenties die ze
hebben ten aanzien van dat beleid. Op die manier willen we ontdekken onder welke omstandigheden
regio’s erin slagen om ‘succesvol’ te zijn in de EU. We testen in totaal drie sets van factoren die regionaal
succes in de EU mogelijk verklaren: regionale kenmerken, regionale beïnvloedingsstrategieën en
beleidsovereenstemming met andere stakeholders.
Voor dit onderzoek meten we de mate van regionale voorkeursverwezenlijking ten aanzien van vijf
Europese beleidsprocessen: de hervorming van het cohesiebeleid voor de periode 2014-2020 (COH), de
hervorming van het gemeenschappelijk landbouwbeleid voor de periode 2014-2020 (CAP), het achtste
The Herald Scotland, 14 October 2014, “Hyslop: Scotland should be given direct representation in the EU”, consulted on
http://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/scottish-politics/hyslop-scotland-should-be-given-direct-representation-in-eu.1413298351,
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kaderprogramma voor onderzoek en innovatie (Horizon 2020), het milieuactieprogramma voor de EU tot
2020 (EAP) en de trans-Europese vervoersnetwerken (TEN-T). Het meten van voorkeursverwezenlijking is
zeer arbeidsintensief en vraagt heel wat voorbereiding inzake dataverzameling. Het rapport is dan ook
opgebouwd volgens verschillende stappen. In het eerste deel onderzoeken we weten welke regio’s hun
beleidsvoorkeuren ten aanzien bovengenoemde beleidsprocessen kenbaar hebben gemaakt en actief
vertegenwoordigd hebben. Dit doen we door het deelnamepatroon van 296 regio’s ten aanzien van 11
open consultaties van de Commissie te analyseren. Aan de hand van een multilevel logistische regressie
bieden we ook een verklaring voor verschillen in deelname tussen regio’s. In het tweede deel identificeren
we de discussiepunten die voor regio’s belangrijk waren en onderzoeken we welke voorkeuren regio’s ten
aanzien van die discussiepunten hadden. We doen dit op basis van meer dan 40 expert interviews met de
ambtenaren van de Commissie en met regionale vertegenwoordigingen in Brussel. Aan de hand van zowel
kwantitatieve als kwalitatieve methoden onderzoeken we hoe regionale posities zich tot elkaar en hun
nationale overheid verhouden en gaan we op zoek naar terugkerende patronen. In het derde deel
vergelijken we de afstand tussen de preferenties van regio’s en de uiteindelijke uitkomst. Aan de hand van
een multilevel lineaire regressie testen we welke factoren regionaal succes in de EU verklaren. De
resultaten van de drie delen en de implicaties voor Vlaanderen worden ten slotte samengevat in de
discussie, achteraan dit rapport.
Graag willen we iedereen bedanken die heeft bijgedragen tot de verwezenlijking van dit rapport. In het
bijzonder danken we Kirsten Lucas en Evelien Willems voor hun cruciale ondersteuning bij het verzamelen
en analyseren van de data. Daarnaast appreciëren we enorm dat enkele leden van de Vlaamse regionale
vertegenwoordiging, waaronder Delphine Delouvroy, Loes Lysens, Karel Boutens, Marjan Decroos en Joke
Bamps, zo vriendelijk waren om ons wegwijs te maken in de verschillende beleidsdossiers. Uiteraard
danken we ook alle regionale vertegenwoordigingen die bereid waren mee te werken aan dit onderzoek.
Ten slotte had dit onderzoek niet mogelijk geweest zonder de samenwerking en coördinatie vanwege het
Steunpunt Buitenlands beleid, internationaal ondernemen en ontwikkelingssamenwerking en de stuur-en
werkgroepen binnen de Vlaamse administratie.
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PART I: EXPLAINING THE PARTICIPATION OF SUB-NATIONAL AUTHORITIES IN THE EUROPEAN
COMMISSION’S OPEN CONSULTATIONS
During the past decades, most European countries faced a bidirectional process whereby states
simultaneously transferred power upwards to the European level and downwards to the sub-national level
(Hooghe et al., 2010). Both processes led to a situation in which some sub-national authorities (SNAs), on
the one hand, became responsible for the implementation of European Union (EU) policies, while, on the
other hand, their ability to shape EU policy outcomes remained limited (Jeffery, 2015; Tatham, 2014). To
avoid the risk of becoming mere policy-takers without being policymakers, SNAs have a strong propensity
to represent their interests in various ways at the EU-level (Knodt, 2011, p. 420). At the same time, various
studies demonstrate that SNAs show substantial differences in the extent to which they seek to influence
EU policies (Marks et al., 2002; Tatham, 2015).
One increasingly used venue to upload policy preferences is the open consultations process organized by
the European Commission (EC). In this paper, we conceive active involvement in open consultations as
one specific instance of regional lobbying. More specifically, we aim to explain why SNAs take part in these
consultations. Previous literature has often sought to explain variation in regional interest representation by
testing for regional-level variables such as regional autonomy, resources or political distinctiveness (Blatter
et al., 2010; Donas & Beyers 2013; Marks et al., 1996; Tatham & Thau, 2014). By looking at policy-centred
contextual variables, such as the simultaneous mobilization of private interests and other SNAs, we will
provide additional insights into how and why regional interests take part in EU policymaking.
Studying the participation of SNAs in open consultations is relevant for two reasons. First, consultations are
increasingly used by the EC to improve the quality of its policies and, at the same time, enhance the
involvement of a wider range of stakeholders – including sub-national interests – to counter-balance the
prominent presence of specific interests in EU lobbying processes (Quittkat, 2011). It is therefore relevant
to learn to what extent, why and under which conditions SNAs use open consultations to upload their
preferences. Second, despite increased attention for open consultations among interest group scholars,
there is only limited attention for the fact that both public authorities and private interests make use of this
channel. Some studies provide broad and descriptive accounts of the number and types of organized
interests participating in consultations (Quittkat, 2011; Quittkat & Kotzian, 2011), while explanatory studies
mainly focus on the participation pattern of traditional interest groups such as business interests and NGOs
(Bunea, 2014; Klüver, 2012b). Yet, not many scholars have considered an explanatory approach that
accounts for the entanglement of public authorities with other interests during consultation processes.
Moreover, existing studies primarily focus on those actors that take part in consultations, and therefore
predominantly cover interests that demonstrate a rather substantial level of political activity. The set of
identified actors usually does not include those that could have participated, but did not do so. In this paper
we rely on the entire population of SNAs, including those that did not participate, enabling us to offer a
robust assessment of why certain SNAs, at certain occasions, decided to participate in a consultation while
others did not.
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We propose two distinct sets of explanations. First, we look at regional characteristics that are invariant to
the concrete policy issues at stake during an open consultation: economic resources, regional autonomy
and the extent to which these regions are embedded in the ‘Brussels scene’. We expect that rich and
politically powerful regions that are well represented in Brussels are more likely to make use of open
consultations. Second, our tests take into account the varying context of concrete policy processes. The
main mechanism is as follows. By participating in EU policymaking an SNA sends a signal, not only to EUlevel or to national policymakers, but also to other interests such as regional interest groups or other SNAs
in the same country. Mobilization is contagious: acts of active participation in a specific consultation trigger
additional participation. In short, SNAs never lobby alone. Hence, we expect that SNAs show a higher
propensity to get involved in consultations when sub-national private interests of their region or other SNAs
from the same country participate as well.
We test these hypotheses by analysing the participation pattern of 296 SNAs in eight consultations that are
related to policy processes in the domains of agriculture, environment, transport, research and cohesion
policy. While our analysis confirms many of our expectations, most predictive power can be attributed to
policy-centred contextual factors. The probability that SNAs participate in open consultations increases
significantly when private interests of the same region and/or other SNAs of the same country take part in
the same consultation. In the next part we briefly review how the literature has studied political-institutional
variables to explain SNA participation in EU policymaking. Next, we argue that policy-centred contextual
factors can add additional insights to the process of regional mobilization (1.1.). We subsequently develop
hypotheses regarding both sets of variables (1.2.). Part 1.3. presents the research design and data-set,
while part 1.4. discusses our main results. We conclude by presenting a reflection on the broader
implications of our main findings (1.5.).

1.1.

SUB-NATIONAL INVOLVEMENT IN EU POLICYMAKING

The simultaneous processes of European integration and national decentralization have triggered SNAs to
seek policy influence in the EU (Jeffery, 2000, 2015; Jones & Keating, 1995). Scholarly interest in this topic
originated in the mid-1990s pointing at regional mobilization as the growing engagement of sub-national
governmental actors with the EU institutions and policymaking processes (Hooghe, 1995). Various studies
hypothesized that a new pattern of ‘multi-level governance’ (MLG) would increase the number of channels
of regional representation and trigger SNAs to seek direct and unmediated access to European
policymakers (Bomberg & Peterson, 1998; Hooghe & Marks, 1996; Tatham, 2008). However, the literature
on MLG also agreed that regions do not engage equally in these activities but that ‘there are wide
differences in the capacity of regional actors to exploit these channels’ (Hooghe & Marks, 1996, p. 74; see
also Beyers et al., 2015). For instance, many studies aiming to explain the varying pattern of regional
mobilization have focused on the determinants of establishing a Brussels based office (Blatter et al., 2010;
Donas & Beyers, 2013; Marks et al., 1996; Nielsen & Salk, 1998; Tatham & Thau, 2014).
Analyzing why regions establish a Brussels-based presence has some limits. To begin with, whereas a
regional office might have been an asset in the 1990s, today it has become such a common practice
among SNAs that it tells us little about the variation in regional mobilization. Most scholars would agree with
6

Moore who concludes that ‘the model of a regional representative office has been institutionalized within
patterns of regional interest mediation in the EU’ (2008, p. 520; see also Kettunen & Kull, 2009). Second,
having an office in Brussels does not necessarily mean that an SNA also actively engages with EU
policymaking, nor does it say which concrete policies it monitors or aims to influence. For instance, Marks
et al. (2002) demonstrate that regional offices themselves emphasize information gathering more than
seeking policy influence through lobbying.
Moreover, most explanatory efforts were situated within an MLG vs. state-centric perspective and focused
on regional and state-level variables such as regional resources and autonomy a region enjoys vis-à-vis the
central government (see also Jeffery, 2000; Tatham, 2010). Thereby the dominant focus was on vertical
interactions, namely whether and to what extent central state governments are bypassed. This focus
somewhat underexposes how SNA-activities correspond with the lobbying attempts of regional private
interests and other SNAs (but see Greenwood, 2011; Knodt, 2011; Quittkat & Kotzian, 2011). At the same
time, interest group scholars who studied consultations usually consider the overall inter-organizational
context that surrounds particular policy issues (Bunea, 2014; Klüver, 2012). In short, a substantial part of
the literature shows a considerable neglect of the concrete policy context in which regions operate when
analysing their engagement with EU policymaking. Without disregarding the insights developed in the
earlier literature, we believe that a policy-centred approach that controls systematically for contextual
factors may significantly add to our understanding of regional mobilization in the EU.

1.2.

REGIONAL-LEVEL AND POLICY-CENTRED EXPLANATIONS FOR REGIONAL PARTICIPATION IN
OPEN CONSULTATIONS

Combining the literature on consultations with the literature on regional mobilization enables us to develop
two accounts of regional participation in open consultations. The first is located on the regional level,
emphasizing factors related to SNA characteristics, in particular resources and political autonomy. It
primarily considers assets that can be used in exchanges with policymakers. The second is policy-centered
and conceptualizes representation as a communication act – not only with policymakers, but also with other
stakeholders – in relation to specific policy issues.
The first perspective conceptualizes lobbying as an exchange whereby the EC offers access and attention,
in return for policy information supplied by organized interests (Bouwen, 2002, 2004). The EC is faced with
a huge challenge to develop and monitor legislation for a highly diverse set of member-states, both in terms
of legal traditions and socio-economic circumstances. Open consultations are one tool to collect information
regarding the technical adequacy of specific policies as well as the political support these policies may
enjoy. At the same time, stakeholders see these consultations as a venue to upload their policy views.
Moreover, open consultations are not the privilege of private interests, but, as we will show below, they also
attract a substantial number of public authorities.
A regional-level perspective seeks to explain patterns of information supply to the EC by factors related to
the SNA’s characteristics. Central is the SNA’s capacity to provide policy-relevant information and the
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extent to which its interests are potentially affected by EU legislation. We formulate four hypotheses related
to the capabilities and/or regulatory exposure of SNAs that may explain their participation in consultations.
First, in order to produce policy-relevant information, interested parties need material resources such as
money and staff. The importance of resources for interest representation activities has been demonstrated
repeatedly, both for private interests (Beyers & Kerremans, 2007; Dür & Mateo, 2012; Eising, 2007) and for
regional authorities (Donas & Beyers, 2013). More specifically, Blatter et al. (2010) show that resources
positively affect the likelihood of opening a Brussels based regional office. The larger and better funded an
office, the more likely that seeking policy influence is a key goal (Marks et al., 2002, p. 9). With regard to
consultations, Klüver (2012b) finds that as resources increase, the level of information interest groups
supply to the EC increases as well.
H1 The more resources, the more likely an SNA participates in open consultations.
Second, actors with a wide range of interests in multiple policy fields are more likely to be affected by EU
policy initiatives rendering them more inclined to seek attention for their policy positions (Bernhagen &
Mitchell, 2009). This implies that regions with significant political autonomy and policy competencies are
more likely to mobilize because they face higher levels of regulatory exposure. They become active at the
EU-level because the costs of remaining inactive may be high, but also because more policy benefits can
be realized (Marks et al., 1996). Various scholars have demonstrated the effect of political autonomy on
territorial interest representation activities. For instance, the more regional autonomy, the more likely
regional offices are established (Donas & Beyers, 2013; Marks et al., 1996, p. 182; Tatham & Thau, 2014),
the larger the staffing size of regional offices (Blatter et al., 2010; Tatham & Thau, 2014), the larger the size
of the policy portfolio (Donas et al., 2014) and the more likely the SNAs will seek to influence EU
policymaking (Marks et al., 2002).
H2 The more autonomy, the more likely an SNA is to participate in open consultations.
Third, the policy influence capabilities in Brussels depend on how well the SNA is embedded in the
‘Brussels scene’. Organizations with a permanent presence and/or structural ties with other players or
networks within the EU policymaking community, are more aware of opportunities to exert influence (
Beyers & Kerremans, 2007; Bunea, 2014; Dür & Mateo, 2012; Eising, 2004). SNAs strive for supranational
embeddedness most prominently by establishing regional offices and joining trans-regional associations
(Donas & Beyers, 2013). Regional offices monitoring EU affairs provide an early warning mechanism to
alert regional governments if upcoming EU legislation implies benefits or costs for the region (Rowe, 2011).
Therefore, we expect that having a regional office increases the information producing capacity as well as
the awareness of political opportunities, thus stimulating participation in consultations. Mahoney (2004)
supports this expectation as she finds that interest groups with a permanent presence in Brussels show a
stronger engagement in EU policymaking and are more likely to participate in open consultations.
H3 SNAs with an office in Brussels are more likely to take part in open consultations.
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In addition to regional offices, SNAs join trans-regional associations to facilitate information exchange
among regions, hereby improving their ability to develop well-informed policy positions. Being member of a
trans-regional association creates benefits as the SNA is more likely to become involved in lobbying
coalitions, saving resources due to sharing of information. In addition, it has been shown that the way
advocates are connected to each other affects how they seek and gain access to policymakers (Beyers &
Braun, 2014; Carpenter et al., 1998). For instance, with respect to open consultations, Bunea (2014) finds
that the intensity of interest group preference articulation is positively affected by the number of formal
membership ties with other stakeholders.
H4 The more SNAs are member of trans-regional associations, the more likely they participate in
open consultations.
To sum up, our first four hypotheses build on the notion that the participation of an SNA in open
consultations is the result of a region’s capabilities in terms of resources (H1), policy competencies (H2),
embeddedness in Brussels (H3) or formal ties with other SNAs (H4). These four hypotheses have in
common that they implicitly presume that participation is invariant to specific policies or the extent to which
these policies generate attention from other stakeholders. However, much advocacy and interest
mobilization is characterized by herding and bandwagoning. This means that lobbying practices are
contagious: the mobilization of one interest tends to trigger the mobilization of other interests (Banerjee,
1992; Baumgartner & Leech, 2001; D. Halpin, 2011). Lobbyists often operate in a crowded environment
with other interests – business associations, labour unions, NGOs, other public authorities. This is
especially true in the case of open consultations where the EC aims to obtain input from a large and
diverse set of stakeholders. Therefore, when explaining advocacy behaviour, it is important to account for
the overall organizational context. We argue that, when taking part in consultations, stakeholders do not
only exchange information with policymakers, but their act of involvement also signals their position on a
particular issue to other potentially relevant stakeholders (see also Bunea, 2014). In other words,
participating in consultations has a communicative function towards other stakeholders as well. Specifically,
we expect that SNAs signal their position to two other types of relevant stakeholders: regional private
interests and other SNAs from the same country.
Formally, SNAs represent a ‘public interest’ that is tied to constituencies located in a particular region. In
this regard, their EU representation might also be a substitute or intermediation for regional private
interests, such as companies, business associations or NGOs. In this way, the SNA adopts the role of a
‘transmission belt’ between regional constituencies and the European institutions, acting as a
spokesperson for territorially rooted interests (Greenwood, 2011; Knodt et al., 2011). For instance, SNAs
can coalesce with particular economic and functional interests that are tied to a region, such as ports,
airports, research institutes or specific economic sectors. For such interests, the active support of a
regional government may be valuable as this increases the political credibility of their claims (Rowe, 2011).
As representatives of the ‘common regional interests’, we expect that SNAs are more likely to mobilize
when regional private interests are at stake. Hence, they will show a higher propensity to take part in
consultations when private interests of the same region participate as well. By communicating with EU
9

policymakers SNAs show their regional constituency that they are actively taking care of an issue that is
highly important for some regionally based private interest.
H5 When regionally based private interests participate in an open consultation, the regional public
authority is more likely to participate in the consultation as well.
Next to private interests, we expect that a regional authority may wish to signal its activity or respond to the
efforts of other SNAs from the same member-state. SNAs from the same country might have similar or
opposite policy interests. In case interests align, SNAs might cooperate by jointly promoting ‘the general
regional interest’ from one particular member-state. As a result, they might encourage each other to
participate in open consultations to reinforce their joint position. Alternatively, simultaneous involvement
may also occur in case SNAs have competing interests, for instance about EU funding. When a competitor
signals a position and shows that it is actively promoting its interests via consultations, it might trigger
others to counter their efforts in order to balance the scale (Austen-Smith & Wright, 1996). Both lines of
reasoning lead to the following hypothesis:
H6 A particular SNA is more likely to participate in a consultation if other SNAs from the same
country participate as well.

1.3.

DATA AND RESEARCH DESIGN

In order to analyse the participation pattern of SNAs in open consultations, we mapped all the stakeholders
that were active in eight consultations situated in five distinct policy areas. First, based on a survey among
127 regional offices conducted in 2011-2012 we identified five policy areas that were considered as highly
salient among regional representatives (for more details see Donas et al., 2014). This concerns the
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), Environment Action Programme (EAP), Horizon 2020 (H2020),
Cohesion Policy (COH) and the Trans-European Network for Transport (TEN-T).
Next, we developed a database with all the actors that participated in these consultations. Anyone can
formally participate, either by submitting a position paper or through completing a structured questionnaire.
Position papers or questionnaires from individuals were not included in our dataset. If a position paper was
submitted in the name of more than one organization (for instance, by a coalition), all those organizations
were added as distinct entries. This resulted in an initial dataset of 2,123 unique actors that responded to at
least to one of the consultations. For each actor, characteristics were coded based on the information
available on their website: national origin (where the headquarter is located), level of mobilization (whether
it is a regional, national, European or global organization) and actor type (whether it is a business, NGO,
labour union or something else). We could not find useful evidence for 133 organizations, resulting in a total
of 1,990 fully coded actors.
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Policy area
CAP
Regional
Policy
Environment
H2020
TENT

Table 1.1. Commission consultations per policy area
Commission Consultation
- Consultation on the "Health Check" of the Common Agricultural
- Policy Consultation for the Impact Assessment on the "Common
Agricultural Policy towards 2020" proposals
- Consultation on the Conclusions of the Fifth Report on Economic and
Social Cohesion
- Consultation on the EU environment policy priorities for 2020: Towards
a 7th EU Environment Action Programme
- Consultation on Green Paper – towards a Common Strategic
Framework for EU research and innovation funding (before, during and
following)
- Green Paper "TEN-T : A policy review – Towards a better integrated
trans-European transport network at the service of the common transport
policy"
- Consultation on the future Trans-European Transport Network Policy
- Preparatory to the Communication "A sustainable future for transport:
Towards an integrated, technology-led and user friendly system" (March
and September)

Consultation
period
2008
2011
2011
2010 – 2011
2011
2009
2010
2009

For the explanatory analysis, we merged this dataset with another dataset based on research conducted by
Donas and Beyers (2013) who collected data on 296 European SNAs. The selected SNAs meet three
criteria: (1) being located at the first level below the central government, (2) not being a de-concentrated
administrative unit, (3) having on average a population of at least 150 000 inhabitants.2 The merged dataset
is hierarchically structured, meaning that the unit of analysis is a SNA-policy area dyad, namely for each of
the 296 SNA we assess five times whether or not they took part in one of the consultations that were
organized for the five policy areas. As such, for all 296 regions we have five repeated observations, giving
a total of 1,480 observations. We rely on two types of independent variables: variables relating to regional
capacities (H1), autonomy (H2) and EU embeddedness (H3 and H4) are measured at the SNA-level, while
mobilized private interests (H5) and other SNAs (H6) are measured at the level of each separate SNA and
the specific policy area in which it submits a position paper or completes a questionnaire.
We use GDP as a proxy for regional resources to test the effect of resource endowment. 3 To test for
regional autonomy we rely on the Regional Authority Index (RAI) (Hooghe et al. 2010, pp. 7–8) which looks
We use this threshold for various reasons. First, to avoid selecting the lowest level jurisdiction of countries such as Cyprus,
Slovenia and Luxembourg in which case small villages and communes would have vastly outnumber larger regions, counties,
provinces or cities in our sample. Second, we decided to use the same threshold as Hooghe et al. (2010) because data on selfrule and shared-rule, as well as most economic indicators, are only available for jurisdictions of this size.
3 One might argue that GDP is too remote a proxy for resources and that data on the size of the budget SNAs spend on EU
advocacy would be better. However, reliable and comparable budget data are not readily available for most SNAs in our sample.
The regional GDP can be considered as a close proxy of an SNA’s capabilities; the partial correlation of our GDP measure with
the budget data of Blatter (2010, N=80 regions) is .81, when controlled for the self-rule, shared rule, and GDP per capita (and .74
when the outlier Ile-de-France is included). Moreover, Blatter’s data is substantially correlated with Hooghe’s et al. index of self2
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at self-rule (the authority exercised by a regional government over those who live on its territory and thus
the autonomy of a region from the central government) and shared-rule (the joined authority and thus the
regional participation and co-decision-making at the central state level); our models include both
dimensions. We expect that expressing preferences by submitting a position paper is especially affected by
the level of self-rule, much less by shared-rule. Hence, we operationalize regional autonomy by self-rule
and control for shared rule. Additionally, we control for the amount of structural/cohesion funding a region
receives as it is sometimes expected that SNAs that receive substantial funding from EU sources will show
higher levels of political activity with respect to EU policymaking processes (Bache, 1998; Hooghe &
Keating, 1994; Marks et al., 1996). Based on data collected by Beyers and Donas (2014), we
operationalize EU embeddedness by looking at regional offices and membership of trans-regional
associations. We developed a simple dichotomous variable indicating whether an SNA has established a
regional office. For trans-regional associations we created a count variable capturing the amount of transregional associations an SNA is a member of. Because GDP, cohesion support and the affiliations with
trans-regional associations show a skewed distribution, we log-transformed these variables.
Table 1.2. Overview of dependent and independent variables
Min
Max
Mean
SD
Regional-level variables (n=296)
Resources (GDP in millions of Euro)
0.48
537.4
38.51
70.01
Eurostat, OECD
5
Self-rule
1
14
8.35
3.05
Hooghe et al., 2010
Shared-rule
0
9
1.26
2.58
Hooghe et al., 2010
Cohesion funding per capita in euros (2007-13)
5.81
3954 360.82 446.64
Eurostat
Liaison office
0
1
0.72
0.49
Donas & Beyers, 2013
Affiliations with trans-regional association
0
29
5.14
4.48
Donas & Beyers, 2013
Policy-centered variables (n=1480)
Regional private interests of the same region
0
1
0.09
0.28
AUTHOR CODING
Sub-national authorities of the same country
0
18
2.63
4.14
AUTHOR CODING
Dependent variable (n=1480)
Participation in open consultation
0
1
0.14
0.35
AUTHOR CODING

Skewness
4.092
0.018
2.045
3.126
-1.002
1.535
2.976
1.866
2.023

rule (r=.49, p<.0001) (see Donas & Beyers 2013). To strengthen our main argument we ran alternative models in which GDP as
a proxy for resources was substituted by other candidates such as GDP/capita and population size. These models largely
confirm our main findings.
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As mentioned earlier, we coded all actors that have been active, either by submitting a position paper or by
completing a questionnaire, for each of the eight consultations. On the basis of this information we included
a dichotomous variable to depict whether or not private interests from the same region were involved in the
consultations of a specific policy process. In addition, we developed a variable for assessing the
participation of other SNAs from the same country while making sure that the index is comparable across a
set of diverse countries. For instance, if two (out of three) SNAs from Belgium participate in a consultation
this is a high number, whereas in Romania a score of two (out of 42) is rather low considering the
respective amount of regions. We first divided the number of other participating SNAs by the total number
of SNAs of the member state. To accommodate the skewedness of this variable and to ensure that we
develop a meaningful variable, we established three categories, namely 1) no other SNAs submitted a
position paper, 2) less than half of the other national SNAs submitted a position and 3) more than half of
the other national SNAs took part in the consultation.

1.4.

DATA AND RESEARCH DESIGN

We first provide a short descriptive overview of our data. Table 1.3. shows that there is a great diversity in
the type of actors and the level on which they are mobilized. Most participants originate from the national
level (n=758, or 38 percent), while the number of submissions originating from the sub-national level is
substantial as well (n=564, or 28 percent). Also the high number of public authorities that originate from the
sub-national level (n=321, or 16 percent) is remarkable. Alongside mobilizing private interests, a large
share of sub-national actors involved in consultations are public authorities. We also observe that, in
general, business interests outnumber civil society organizations such as NGOs and labour unions.
Table 1.3. Actor distribution according to interest type and level of mobilization (frequencies)
Subnational
National
EU
International
Unknown
Total

Business

Labour

NGO

Institution

152
228
170
87
0
637

2
21
9
2
0
34

26
70
59
30
1
186

32
219
128
26
1
406

Public
authority
321
178
82
3
0
584

Unknown

Total

31
42
61
8
1
21

564
758
509
156
3
1990

Index: Institutions are semi-public organizations that have no membership structure, such as hospitals, universities and so on.

The actor distribution varies substantially depending on the policy area. Figure 1 gives an overview of the
actor types by policy area. In the CAP consultations, businesses (in particular farmers and food industry)
and NGOs (especially environmental NGOs and consumers) are most prominent. The environmental
consultation has the lowest response rate, with a high prevalence of business interests and NGOs. In
cohesion policy, public authorities – of which 68 per cent (n=170) are sub-national – are by far the largest
group, which is not surprising considering that regions are important beneficiaries of structural funds. The
representation of public and private interests is more evenly balanced in H2020 and TEN-T. With respect to
H2020, the participation of institutions – such as universities and research centres – stands out, again due
to being direct funding beneficiaries. Interestingly, in TEN-T more public authorities, of which 62 per cent
(n=157) are located at the sub-national level, participated compared to the consultations.
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Figure 1.1. Overview of the actor types by policy area (frequencies, N=1990)
350
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To test our hypotheses, we ran multilevel logistic regression models predicting the participation of a region
in consultations within a certain policy area. The SNAs are nested within member states and for each SNA
we have five repeated measures, one for each area. Given the hierarchical structure of the data, the
assumption of independent and identically distributed data is violated and an ordinary logistic regression
might over-estimate the magnitude of the predictors. Therefore, we use a three level model allowing two
intercepts to vary, one for the member-state level and one for the SNA level. We introduce our independent
variables step by step and compare the fit of the expanded model with the more parsimonious model to
check if adding a particular set of variables significantly improves the model fit and/or affects the parameter
estimates (see table 1.4).
In Model I we simply control for the random intercepts for country and region and the five policy areas using
dummy variables. Taking CAP as a reference category, we observe that policy area has an effect: it is
more likely that SNAs participate in consultations on Cohesion Policy, TEN-T or H2020 than in
consultations on CAP or environmental policies.
In Model II we add variables that test the effect of regional resources and autonomy. This leads to a
significant better fit (2*(-LL--LL)=25.58, Δdf=4, p<.0001). As expected GDP (H1) and self-rule (H2) have a
significant positive effect on the regional participation in open consultations, whereas cohesion funding or
shared-rule have no significant effect. The null result for cohesion funding corroborates with earlier claims
that the distribution of structural funds is largely a matter of socio-economic criteria and high-end political
bargaining and that securing structural funds is not the only or most important concern of sub-national
policy advocacy (Donas & Beyers, 2013).
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Table 1.4. Explaining the participation of subnational authorities in consultations
Fixed effects
Policy domain
(ref.cat. = CAP):
ENV
H2020
RP
TENT

Model I

Model II

Model III

Model IV

0.642
(.35)
6.100***
(2.47)
24.720***
(9.92)
15.370***
(6.12)

0.642
(.35)
6.102***
(2.47)
24.602***
(9.89)
15.337***
(6.12)
1.579***
(0.20)
1.169**
(0.09)
0.998
(0.09)
1.035
(0.13)

0.642
(.35)
6.089***
(2.46)
24.531***
(9.85)
15.298***
(6.1)
1.262*
(0.17)
1.034
(0.08)
0.997
(0.08)
1.010
(0.12)
1.433
(0.49)
2.497***
(0.65)

0.73
(.41)
3.327**
(1.41)
9.865***
(4.32)
6.320***
(2.68)
1.106
(0.13)
0.964
(0.05)
0.951
(0.05)
0.939
(0.01)
1.717
(0.6)
2.272***
(0.55)
2.568**
(0.8)

GDP (log)
Self-rule
Shared-rule
Cohesion funding (log)
Regional office
(ref.cat. = no)
Trans-regional
association (log)
Private stakeholders
(ref.cat. = no)
SNA of same country
(ref.cat. = no):
Less than half of the
SNAs
More than half of the
SNAs
Constant
Random intercept
Country constant
SNA constant
Model fit
Df
-LL

0.012
(0.01)

0.001
(0.001)

0.001
(0.001)

4.024***
(1.3)
12.589***
(5.88)
0.002
(0.002)

1.551
(.65)
0.786
(.32)

0.739
(.34)
0.572
(.29)

0.479
(.25)
0.461
(.27)

0.014
(.09)
0.744
(.34)

4
-464.19

8
-451.40

10
-444.11

13
-421.84

Index: multilevel logistic regression; odds ratio’s; standard-errors between brackets; * p=<.05, **p=<.01, ***p=<.001, N=1480
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Model III tests for EU-level embeddedness, while controlling for resources and autonomy. Again, this model
gives an improved fit compared to Model II (2*(-LL--LL)=14.58, Δdf=2, p=.0007). Having a liaison office in
Brussels does not predict the involvement in public consultations (H3), whereas being a member of a transregional association enhances the likelihood of getting involved in consultations (H4). Interestingly, GDP
remains significant, although less so than in Model II, and self-rule no longer significantly predicts the
participation in consultations. The better fit of Model III means that by adding these variables we get a more
accurate prediction of the probability that SNAs take part in consultations. Yet, at the same time, the
predictive importance of regional characteristics decreases (in the case of GDP) or disappears (in the case
of self-rule), which means that a more parsimonious model with only these factors overestimates the
relevance of resources and autonomy. Based on Model III, we should indeed reject our second hypothesis.
We must slightly nuance this finding, however, since having a Brussels-based liaison office and being a
member of trans-regional associations is a privilege of regions with more self-rule and a higher GDP
(Donas & Beyers, 2013). Maybe, the effects of self-rule and GDP are engulfed by the explanatory power of
membership in trans-regional associations.
Finally, adding our key explanatory variables, the private stakeholder (H5) and SNA participation (H6),
leads to a much better prediction (2*(-LL--LL)=44.54, Δdf=3, p<.0001). Both provide a robust explanation,
even after controlling for regional capacities, autonomy and EU embeddedness. More so, the impact of
GDP and self-rule simply evaporates, meaning that being resourceful or having many policy competencies
does not add to a better prediction if we control for whether private regional interests or other SNAs from
the same member-state mobilize. Figure 2 illustrates the impact of these variables on the predicted
probabilities while holding all other variables in Model IV at their mean. If there is at least one private
regional stakeholder submitting a position paper, the likelihood that the SNA of that region gets involved
increases from 11 percent to almost 40 percent. The likelihood that an SNA uploads a policy view is almost
zero if no other SNA from the same country makes an effort to take part in consultations. There is a
significant increase when a small number of SNAs becomes active, but the likelihood to take part increases
to more than 50 percent in case more than half of the SNAs from one country get mobilized. If we consider
situations where both SNAs and private interests get involved, we predict that if these two conditions are
maximized and all other factors are kept constant, the likelihood for an SNA to take part in consultation is
more than 70 percent.
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Figure 1.2. Predicted probabilities of the main explanatory variables

1.5.

CONCLUSION

In this paper we demonstrated that SNAs actively use open consultations to voice regional preferences and
influence EU policymaking. While, unsurprisingly, SNAs are most active in consultations on cohesion
policy, our mapping shows that their participation stretches into policy areas where territorial interests are
less directly tangible. Hence, SNAs constitute an important ‘advocate’ type and should not be overlooked
when studying the EC’s consultation regime. Moreover, there is strong evidence suggesting that the
participation of societal interests may trigger regional lobbying and vice versa. This implies that in order to
identify the mechanisms behind consultation practices, future research should pay closer attention to the
way in which territorial interest representation gets intermingled with private interest mobilization (and vice
versa).
Although SNAs are relevant policy players, there is strong variation in the extent to which SNAs participate
in EU policymaking via open consultations. The observation that nearly all SNAs have some kind of
regional representation in Brussels constituted proof for some authors that a ‘convergence of regional
mobilization patterns’ had occurred (Moore, 2008; see also Tatham & Thau, 2014). However, while having
a regional office has become commonplace, advocacy via consultations certainly has not. Of the total
population of 296 identified SNAs, only about half (137) participated in at least one of the selected sets of
consultations. Interestingly, we did not find a significant effect of having a regional office on participating in
open consultations. This supports the view that a regional office first and foremost serves to increase
visibility, but does not necessarily add much in terms of seeking effective policy influence (see also Knodt
et al., 2011).
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Instead, our analysis demonstrates that involvement in open consultations depends on the specific context
of a particular policy process. Regional participation in consultations might be stimulated by the presence of
other interests either through membership of formal associations or through the simultaneous involvement
by private interests and/or other SNAs. Nonetheless, we should remain careful and not underestimate the
relevance of regional characteristics when explaining regional advocacy behaviour since resources and
autonomy are somewhat connected to some other explanatory variables. For instance, more resources and
autonomy increases the likelihood of having a regional office and strengthens the ties with trans-regional
associations (Donas & Beyers, 2013: 540; Marks et al., 1996; Tatham & Thau, 2014). Moreover, regions
with a high GDP generally have more industrial activity, a more diverse economy and therefore more
societal interests that are potentially affected by EU legislation. If such resourceful regions are additionally
endowed with substantial competences (self-rule), they show a higher propensity to harbour private
interests that are organized at the sub-national level (Keating & Wilson, 2014).
Additionally, the fact that the explanatory power of shared-rule and self-rule is limited or disappears when
controlled for contextual policy-centred variables, might point at some other relevant aspect related to some
specific particularities concerning open consultations. Generally, SNAs with high levels of regional authority
tend to have developed extensive intra-state channels for regional interest mediation in the EU (Beyers et
al. 2015; Jeffery, 2000; Tatham 2011). These intra-state channels may depress the need to take part in
open consultations as more effective channels are available. This might explain why shared-rule and to a
lesser extent self-rule is not such a strong and robust predictor for participation in open consultations. Yet,
this finding does not necessarily rule out regional authority as an important factor as it might be relevant for
other, perhaps more effective, forms of regional mobilization, such as gaining access to Commission expert
committees.
Our main contribution is that we provide proof for the claim that the involvement of SNAs in EU affairs
should be analysed in a broader context and requires a policy-centred research design. While we find a
strong association between regional private interest involvement and the participation by SNAs, the
mechanism that leads to this coinciding participation remains black-boxed. This raises a couple of
interesting questions. First, despite the co-occurrence of private and public interests, we do not know at this
moment to what extent the policy positions put forward in the submitted documents align. A public and
private actor originating from the same region might as well submit documents with opposing positions.
Secondly, consultation data cannot provide a decisive answer about the direction of the relation between
private and public sub-national actors: who triggers who into participating in online consultations? To
answer this question, future research involving interviews with regional administrations for instance, is
required.
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PART II: DISCERNING PATTERNS OF REGIONAL PREFERENCES IN EU POLICYMAKING
Scholars of regional mobilization have mapped out the various channels sub-national authorities (SNAs)
use when seeking access to the EU policymaking process in an attempt to influence policy (Hooghe &
Marks, 1996; Tatham, 2008). In contrast, little scholarly attention has so far been awarded to the policy
positions SNAs represent once mobilized at the European stage. Early studies on multilevel governance
(MLG) focussed strongly on the EU’s Cohesion Policy hinting that regional policy preferences at the EUlevel are first and foremost aimed at maximizing their share of the Structural Funds (Bache, 1998; Hooghe,
1996; Hooghe & Keating, 1994). More recently, however, Chalmers (2013a) pointed out that lobbying for
structural funds takes place mainly between regions and central governments and that EU-level lobbying is
not primarily concerned with winning funds. Our analysis in the previous part corroborates this finding as
the amount of a region’s structural funding does not seem to trigger participation in open consultations.
Moreover, we showed that the lobbying activity of SNAs is not limited to cohesion policy alone but stretches
into other policy areas such as Research and Innovation (Horizon 2020) and Transport (TEN-T) (see also
Donas et al., 2014).These findings confront us with the fact that our current understanding of what kind of
issues and accompanying policy positions SNAs represent in EU policy-making processes is rather limited.
This is surprising since an SNA’s policy position, and more specifically how it is aligned vis-à-vis other
decision makers and stakeholders, does not only affect its lobbying strategy (Beyers et al., 2015) but also
the effectiveness of its lobbying (see Part III).
This part examines the policy positions SNAs defend at the European level regarding ten contemporary
controversial issues where regional interests had a stake and voiced a position. More specifically, we
analyse the extent to which these positions are in conflict or agreement with the position of other
stakeholders, most importantly their national governments (national cohesion) and other SNAs (regional
cohesion). Based on this pattern of policy alignment, we put forward a classification that describes four
types of issue conflicts: conflict with the national government, conflict between regions of the same country,
conflict between national coalitions of regions and conflict with a ‘third party’ (2.1.). The data and
methodology section detail how these issues and the positions of the relevant stakeholders were identified
(2.2.). The results section demonstrates – with the help of quantitative (2.3.) and qualitative (2.4.) data –
how and to what extent each issue corresponds to one of the four conflict types as described above. The
concluding section elaborates on how looking at the positions of SNAs in concrete policy issues, and based
on this making a distinction between different types of issues, can enhance our understanding of regional
influence in the EU (2.5.).

1.1.

TOWARDS A MORE ENCOMPASSING UNDERSTANDING OF SNA POLICY POSITIONS

An in-depth analysis of the policy positions of SNAs in EU policy-making processes is called for because
the current literature on regional mobilization is characterized by two implicit presumptions. The first implicit
presumption is that policy positions of SNAs at the EU level are fairly homogenous. In the 1990s, scholars
argued that regional mobilization physically manifested itself via the creation of new regional ‘access
channels’ such as the Committee of the Regions or the various regional associations that were established
in this era (Bomberg & Peterson, 1998; Hooghe & Marks, 1996). These new venues sought to aggregate
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and enhance the representation of regional interests in the EU. The effectiveness of these access channels
largely depends on the presumption that the interests of the European regions are to a great extent aligned.
The strong focus on channels that promote ‘the common regional interest’ fuels the impression that
regional mobilization mostly benefits all European regions to more or less the same extent. Research on
EU interest representation equally systematically categorizes SNAs under the label of ‘regional and local
interests’, next to other interest types such as ‘business’ or ‘civil society’ (Bunea, 2013, 2014; Chalmers,
2011; 2013a 2013b; Mahoney, 2007).4 However, classifying all SNAs under the same header, regardless of
the varying position they represent on specific policy issues, disregards the possibility that the diversity
among regional actors and the heterogeneity of their interests leads to a variety of regional positions.
A second implicit presumption in the early literature on regional mobilization is that SNAs represent policy
positions which are in conflict with the position advocated by central governments. Scholars of multi-level
governance (MLG) argued that SNAs mobilize at the EU-level first and foremost to seek direct and
unmediated access to the European institutions, thereby circumventing the gate-keeping position of central
governments (Bomberg & Peterson, 1998; Hooghe, 1995; Marks, 1996; Moore, 2008). The presumed
rationale for regional mobilization implicated that SNAs pursue policy objectives which are not compatible
with the positions represented by their central governments (see also Tatham, 2013, p. 64). However, as
Tatham rightly pointed out, ‘providing evidence that SSEs (SNAs) are active in Brussels does not equate to
proving that they bypass their member state’ (2010, p. 77). In fact, recent empirical evidence demonstrates
that SNAs are generally inclined to cooperate with their central government, rather than to bypass it
(Beyers & Bursens, 2006; Beyers & Donas, 2014; Beyers et al., 2015; Tatham, 2008, 2010). Still, the
literature’s dominant emphasis on the vertical tensions between the central governments and regional
authorities, has diverted attention away from the possibility that SNAs’ policy positions can be at odds with
other stakeholders, including SNAs situated in the same or other member-states.
To sum up, we contend that our current understanding paints a somewhat simplistic picture: SNAs’ policy
positions are fairly homogenous and as generally in opposition to the positions of central governments.
Instead, this part argues that the pattern of regional policy alignment is much more nuanced. More
specifically, we propose classification of regional positioning on policy issues according to two dimensions.
The first dimension, called the ‘level of regional cohesion’, refers to the extent an issue concerns a conflict
that involves antagonism among regions or not. If regional cohesion is high, the conflict is likely to be
‘vertical’ whereby SNAs show competing interests with other levels of government, for instance the central
government or the European institutions. Vertical conflicts are conflicts where we do not observe strong
competition among regions of the same and/or other member-states. In contrast, issues where regional
cohesion is low are conflicts that are horizontal and involve first and foremost SNAs that have competing
interests and, therefore, engage in lobbying aimed at counter-acting the lobbying efforts of other SNAs.
The second dimension is the level of ‘national cohesion’. This indicates the extent to which positions of
stakeholders within the same polity are similar. When national cohesion is low, we have mostly issues that
These are often large N-studies where a large diversity of actor types are examined. Local authorities (SNAs) usually represent
only a small share of the sample, limiting options for differentiation. Therefore, this analysis is interesting as it allows for
differentiation of regional policy positions across SNAs and issues.
4
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are embedded within a member-state and where regions and/or the central government of a member state
are in conflict. When the level of national cohesion is high, the conflict transcends national boundaries and
puts regions of the same country along with their central government, in opposition to other regions and/or
a ‘third actor’ such an EU institution or a foreign national government. When both dimensions are combined
within one matrix, four patterns of regional policy positions are revealed (see Table 2.1.).
Table 2.1. Patterns of regional interest representation
National cohesion
High

Low

Low

Conflicts between national
coalitions of regions

Conflict between regions from the
same country

High

Conflict with a ‘third party’
(e.g. European Commission)

Conflict with the central
government

Regional
cohesion

This part aims to verify the validity of this classification by testing it on ten contemporary issues in regional
interest representation. All issues will be ascribed to one of the four quadrants based on how their score on
the two dimensions of ‘regional cohesion’ and ‘national cohesion’. Next, we will make a qualitative
assessment of whether the conflict that is present in the issues corresponds to the type of conflict that is
expected by the matrix. How these ten issues were identified and the information regarding policy positions
was gathered is detailed in the section below.

1.2.

DATA AND RESEARCH DESIGN

This part uses data on policy positions of SNAs. Based on a survey among 127 regional offices conducted
in 2011-2012 we identified five policy areas that were considered as highly salient among regional
representatives (for more details see (Donas et al., 2014).5 It concerns the Common Agricultural Policy
(CAP), Environment Action Programme (EAP), Horizon 2020 (H2020), Cohesion Policy (COH) and the
Trans-European Network for Transport (TEN-T). To gather further in-depth data on the policy positions of
regions who tried to influence these policy areas, 50 semi-structured interviews were conducted with
Commission officials and regional representatives in Brussels during the fall of 2014.
For each of the five areas, a first set of interviews was arranged with Commission officials of the competent
directorate-generals (DGs).6 The goal of the interviews was to identify the key issues involved in each of
the five areas as well as the policy positions of the various EU institutions. Step by step, the respondents
were asked to identify the main disagreements or controversial issues that were raised by SNAs during the
policy process in question. Controversial issues were defined as issues ‘characterized by several lines of
5

These policy processes were identified during the telephone interviews as topics on which at least 30 percent of the
responding regional offices lobbied actively during the six months prior to the survey (Donas, 2013, p. 116).
6
These were - in respective order - policy officers who worked for the DG for Agriculture and Rural Development
(AGRI), Environment (ENV), Research and Innovation (RTD), Regional and Urban Policy (REGIO) and Mobility
and Transport (MOVE).
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disagreement or conflict’. Once such a controversial issue was identified, the respondent was then asked to
identify actors that favoured the most extreme policy alternatives (on both sides of the conflict). These
policy alternatives define the endpoints of the policy continuum used to represent this issue, which was
given a range of 0 to 100. Subsequently, the respondents provided information on the policy positions of
the Commission (EC), the European Parliament (EP) and member states. 7 This information was expressed
in numerical estimates so that they could be positioned on the policy scale that ranges from 0 to 100.
To measure the policy positions of SNAs, a second wave of interviews was conducted with their Brusselsbased representatives.8 To maximize the likelihood that respondents were vocal and politically active on
one or more of the pre-identified issues, the sampling strategy was based on information regarding the
participation of SNAs in eight online consultations organized by the EC that corresponded to the five
selected cases (see Part I). 9 Regional representatives were invited for a face-to-face interview if their
regional government participated at least twice in a consultation related to one of the five policy cases.
SNAs that did not have a Brussel-based office were deleted from the sample. These selection criteria
resulted in 58 regional representations that were invited for an interview of which 40 responded positively
(response rate of 69 percent). The most heard reason for a rejection was a lack of time by the head of the
office and an alleged over-demand to participate in similar research projects. Others admitted reluctantly
that they are not well aware of the political activities of their regional government as they wished they would
be. Therefore, they felt they were unable of answering our questions appropriately.
On average 1,7 policy area per respondent was discussed, resulting in a total of 67 covered policy areas.
More specifically, of the 40 representations we interviewed, eight worked on CAP, six on EAP, 14 on
Horizon 2020, 25 on Cohesion Policy and 14 on TEN-T. Figure 1 shows that some policy areas were
discussed more frequently than others. Yet, when the share of interviews covering a certain policy area is
compared with the share of position papers that have been submitted regarding the consultations of that
particular policy area, one can observe that the distributions are reasonably similar. Actually, when
compared to the activity level in the consultations, the less salient policy areas such as CAP, EAP and
Horizon 2020 are represented more strongly in the interview project, while we have relatively less
interviews for Cohesion Policy and TEN-T.

7

The European Commission and European Parliament were treated as a unitary actor. This is a simplifying assumption but an
appropriate one, given the focus of this study. Both actors are in fact a complex composite of a large number of individuals and
competing factions. Their policy positions are a consequence of the internal politics of each. However, if any of these actors are
to participate in the EU decision-making process, they must take a single position (see also Thomson, 2011).
8 It needs to be acknowledged that not all regional offices are heavily involved in legislative lobbying, but for most issues
Brussels-based officials were able to identify the position of their region.
9 True, online consultations are not the only channel through which organized interests can represent their interests. However, as
access to policymakers is generally considered a scarce good, I consider the participation in open consultations, which is
accessible to any stakeholder, as the low-threshold step for influence-seeking behavior of SNAs in the EU. While participation in
consultations is used as an indicator of lobbying activity, such activity is cross-checked during expert interviews with the EC and
regional officials.
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Figure 2.1. Overview of interviews and position papers by policy area (percentage of total)
45%
40%
35%
30%
25%

position papers

20%

interviews

15%
10%
5%
0%
CAP

EAP

H2020

COH

TEN-T

The 40 regional representations that were interviewed have 14 different national backgrounds, being
Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Poland,
Slovakia, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom. For seven member states – Bulgaria, Cyprus, Estonia,
Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta and Slovenia – there are no SNAs that fulfil the above mentioned criteria and
therefore no respondents coming from these countries were interviewed. For the regional representations
of Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, Portugal and Romania no officials were interviewed; these SNAs generally
have less resources and/or enjoy less regional autonomy. Previous research has shown that such SNAs
are less likely to participate in open consultations or to have a Brussels-based regional office (Donas &
Beyers, 2013; Van Hecke, e. a., 2016). Since this implies that their overall involvement in EU policymaking
is less intensive, their omission should not be considered overly problematic.
During the interviews with regional representatives, we started by asking them whether they could confirm
the relevance of the issues that were pre-identified as result of the interviews with Commission officials. In
case the issue relevance was confirmed, we presented the respondents with a figure representing a policy
scale which we drafted on the basis of previous interviews with Commission officials. We asked whether
they “agree that the positions mapped in this scale reflect the conflicts that surrounded this issue?” and, if
not “what needs to be changed in the figure”. Next, regional officials were asked to position themselves on
this policy scale by means of a number between 0 and 100 and, subsequently, they were also asked to
position their national government on the same scale. Finally, we asked whether they were aware of other
SNAs or other organized interests that also voiced an opinion on the issue, and if so, to position them on
the same policy scale. Finally, we asked the regional officials “how they would define any other conflictual
issues in the policy process” and to construct a policy scale representing the positions of the involved
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actors. When an issue came up repeatedly in various interviews, it was included in the set of pre-identified
issues.
This approached resulted in a total of 145 positions by 73 unique SNAs on a total of 24 issues. Figure 2.2.
shows the number of identified issues per policy area. The large number for TEN-T is due to its
redistributive nature. The TEN-T “Connecting Europe Facility” is a financial programme that funds large
infrastructural projects with the aim of connecting Europe’s main ‘nodes’ via ‘corridors’. Instead of focusing
on overarching issues with clear advocates and adversaries, SNAs that were active on TEN-T aimed to get
their project included in the annex of the legislative text, meaning that the region would be eligible to
receive European funding. Based on the interviews on TEN-T we were able to identify 13 such projects.
Figure 2.2. Number of identified issues per policy area
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In the next section, we will analyse the positioning of SNAs and other stakeholders on these issues into
more detail. We will not do this for all 24 identified issues, however, but select the issues on which a
substantial number of actors were active. First of all, we filter out issues for which there are less than five
policy positions. The low confirmation rate indicates that the issues were not that salient among regional
representations and might not be that important in terms of divisiveness. As a result twelve issues were
removed from the analysis. The issues “Regional coordinators and “Voie Férrée Centre Europe Atlantique”
were also not taken into account because the position of the central governments could not be identified
properly. Table 2.2. shows all ten issues (in bold) to be analysed further.
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Policy area
CAP

EAP
H2020
COH

TEN-T

Total

1.3.

Table 2.2. Issues and positions in regional lobbying
Issue
Number of SNA positions
27
Greening
7
Regional Flexibility
10
Capping of Payments
10
6
Level of Ambition
4
EU monitoring capacity
2
15
Excellence vs Widening Participation
11
Flat Rate vs. Full Cost Accounting
4
57
Macro-economic conditionality
14
Code of Conduct
10
Transition Regions
22
Funds for Developed Regions
11
40
Valencia Railway
1
France-Italy railway connection
4
Via Karpatia
8
Vienna-(Bratislava-)Budapest railway
1
Central Pyrenees Crossing
5
Berlin-Szczecin waterway connection
4
Regional coordinators
6
Great Eastern Main Line
1
Prague-Linz connection
1
Voie Férrée Centre Europe Atlantique
5
München-Prague railway
2
Ravenna Extension
1
Bothnian Corridor
1
24
145

QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS

In the empirical section of this part we examine whether the classification of issues in regional interest
representation as put forward above can be applied appropriately to the set of identified issues. We do this
in a two-way approach involving both numerical and qualitative data. First, we empirically replicate the
classification matrix that is theoretically constructed in Table 2.1. We do this by operationalizing both
‘regional cohesion’ and ‘national cohesion’ and by providing each issue with a numerical score on both
dimensions. This way we can classify all ten issues into one of the four quadrants of the matrix. Our
theoretical expectation is that each quadrant represents a specific type of regional conflict, i.e. conflicts of
SNAs with their central government, conflicts between SNAs from the same member state, conflicts
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between national coalitions of regions and conflicts of SNAs with a ‘third party’. Per quadrant we will make
a qualitative assessment based on interview data of whether these issues fit their classification.
1.3.1.

Measuring regional cohesion of SNA policy positions

A first step in the construction of the matrix involves the operationalization of regional cohesion. Here, we
are interested in the extent to which positions of SNAs on controversial issues are divergent. When regional
policy positions are relatively homogenous, we expect that SNAs promote some kind of common regional
interest, for instance to enhance their institutional position within the EU, and that the level of conflict is
mainly vertical, opposing other levels of government such as national governments or EU institutions.
When there is strong variation regarding the positions of SNAs, on the other hand, we expect that SNAs
have horizontally conflicting interests and that their lobbying efforts are targeted first and foremost against
each other. We measure the level of regional cohesion by looking at the standard deviation for the regional
positions per issue. The boxplots in figure 2.3 already show that there are strong differences regarding the
dispersion of regional positions per issue, allowing for differentiation.
Figure 2.3. Boxplots SNA positions per issue

1.3.2.

Measuring national cohesion of SNA policy positions

Measuring the ‘national cohesion’ of SNA positions is less straightforward. How to meaningfully
operationalize ‘national cohesion’ depends on whether the level of regional cohesion is high or low. For
instance, if the level of regional cohesion is high, the position of SNAs is expected to be at odds with other
levels of government. In this instance, it is useful to understand ‘national cohesion’ as the extent to which
the positions of SNAs differ from their respective central governments. If the average distance to the
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position of the central government is high, we expect a traditional vertical conflict between SNAs and their
member state. If the average distance to the position of the central government is low, we predict a vertical
conflict with a ‘third party’ such as EU institutions or foreign central governments.
In case the level of regional cohesion is low and conflict is mainly between SNAs themselves, on the other
hand, it is less useful to operationalize ‘national cohesion’ by measuring the average policy distance to the
national government, since positions of SNAs and their distance to the national government might be very
different. Instead, it is here more interesting to measure ‘national cohesion’ as the extent to which policy
positions of SNAs belonging to the same member state are clustered together. When positions of SNAs in
general are very heterogeneous but, at the same time, the positions of SNAs belonging to the same
country are similar, we expect that conflict mainly exists between ‘national coalitions of regions’. In contrast,
if positions of SNAs belonging to the same country are very heterogeneous, we expect that the conflict
mainly involves a domestic regional battle.
Below, two scatterplots representing the matrix in figure 1 are presented. For both scatterplots, the level of
regional cohesion (Y-axis) is operationalized by the standard deviation of the positions of SNAs for a given
issue. For figure 2.4., the level of national cohesion (X-axis) is operationalized by the average distance
between the positions of SNAs and their respective national governments. For this scatterplot, especially
the bottom two quadrants (1 & 2) are relevant and the issues that are situated there will be qualitatively
discussed. For figure 2.5., the level of national cohesion (X-axis) is operationalized by the average standard
deviation of positions of SNAs belonging to the same member state. For this scatterplot, especially the
upper two quadrants (3 & 4) are relevant and the issues situated there will be qualitatively discussed.
Figure 2.4. Scatterplot for vertical conflicts
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Figure 2.5. Scatterplot for horizontal conflicts
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1.4.

3

QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS

Based on our numerical data on regional policy positions we have divided ten issues over four quadrants of
a scatterplot. We expect that these issues correspond to the type of conflict that is described by matrix
depicted in table 2.1. This means that issues located in quadrant one (Q1) should be conflicts with the
national government, issues located in quadrant 2 (Q2) should be conflicts with third parties, issues located
in quadrant three (Q3) should be conflicts within countries and issues within quadrant four (Q4) should be
conflicts between national coalitions of regions. To verify whether this is the case, each issue is discussed
in detail below based on qualitative interview data with policy experts and regional representatives.

1.4.1.

Q1: Conflict with the national government

Q1 represents issues where positional differences between SNAs are relatively small, but the average
distance of SNAs to their central government is relatively large. For these issues, we predict mostly
conflicts between SNAs and their respective national government. Three issues are situated within this
category, namely ‘macro-economic conditionality’, ‘code of conduct on the partnership principle’ and ‘funds
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for developed regions’. Below we will discuss these three issues in detail followed by an evaluation of the
extent to which these issues can indeed be considered as conflicts with the national level.
The issue of Macro-Economic Conditionality (MEC) concerned the idea that EU structural funding would
depend on a member-state’s compliance with some economic governance requirements. Should a
member-state fail to take measures recommended under the instruments of macroeconomic coordination in
the event of imbalance or excessive budget deficit at national level, the structural support it gets from EU
funds could be suspended. The EC introduced MEC in its initial legislative proposal. While the idea was
strongly supported by the Council, and more specifically by the “Friends of Better Spending” 10 , it was
strongly opposed by regional associations, claiming that it is a “dead-end in terms of effectiveness and a
political misconception” (interview with CEMR). Their argument was that sanctions would affect the regional
and local level, but that governments at this level are not or only weakly responsible for the fiscal policies of
a member-state as a whole.
The average position of SNAs on this issue was 19.29 on a scale of 0-100, indicating that most SNAs
followed the logical argument made by their regional association. “For us, French regions, it was tricky to
have this macro-economic conditionality because we were thinking that we are not responsible for the
economic situation of our country” (interview with Picardie). Another SNA added that “not everything can be
foreseen and planned in advance. Cohesion policy should not be conditional” (interview Pomerania) and “it
puts the cohesion policy as a whole at risk” (interview with Wallonia). In contrast, one Austrian SNA was
openly in favour of having MEC since the region would not be affected for both economic and legal
reasons: “… because in the background there was always this idea that we won’t be affected. It would
affect maybe Spain, Italy, Greece, Hungary, … . It depends on the national situation and the national
constitution whether the national or the regional level would bear the consequences. Many regions have
told us that at least in Eastern-Europe, the regions would bear the consequences. In Austria, this would not
be the case. It would be an interesting legal question, but I think the national level would pay. We had a
legal opinion on this and the national level did not disagree with this opinion” (interview with Vienna).
In fact, it is quite remarkable that, although most SNAs positioned themselves against macro-economic
conditionality, many of them indicated that they did not think the issue was important enough to campaign
against. One argument was that many SNAs believed that they would not be affected because they had
good faith in the macro-economic management of their central governments. “From a European point of
view, yes [it was problematic}, but from the viewpoint of the German state, the macro-economic
conditionality was somewhat less of a priority because we had no problems during the times of those
decisions. So it was important, but it was not as bad as in other member states who economically did a lot
worse. We had a certain level of trust in the macro-economic governance of our central government”
(interview with Mecklenburg-Vorpommern). A Finnish region contended that “the issue of macro-economic
conditionality was not really of importance to us, because the Finnish central government has her financial

A group of member states consisting mainly out of net-contributors to the EU budget, such as Germany, Sweden, Austria, the
UK, Denmark and the Netherlands.
10
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household in order. This issue was more of a concern to regions whose central governments traditionally
have poor macro-economic governance” (interview with North and East Finland).
This view was echoed by SNAs who in principle were opposed to MEC, but believed it was not important
enough to oppose the central government. “We were a bit lame on the issue of macro-economic
conditionality because there we had a different position than the national level. We kept out of the
discussions because it was not very important to us and it was not important enough to get into a fight with
the national government. It was easily agreed that we would not openly act against our government. Since
our biggest concern was not to slow down the negotiation process on the overall cohesion policy, we
decided not to actively mobilize with regard to this issue” (interview with Brandenburg). Some also claimed
that acting against MEC would be useless because it would happen anyway since the Commission and the
Council were aligned on the matter. “After all, the Commission and the Council have more power than the
EP and the regions. The EP was very strong but not strong enough to fence off both Commission and
Council, because the Commission and Council for one time really worked together. Of course, the best
would be to delete this, but we saw from the very early start that this cannot be a real position because in
the end it would be this” (interview with Saxony-Anhalt). “It was somehow accepted that it would happen
and that it would come to that” (interview with Mecklenburg-Vorpommern).
Figure 2.6. Policy scale MEC
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The Code of Conduct (CoC) on the Partnership Principle requires member states to strengthen
cooperation between authorities responsible for spending EU structural funds and project partners such as
regional and local authorities, NGO’s and other civil society actors. It includes a set of standards to improve
consultation, participation and dialogue with these stakeholders during planning, implementation,
monitoring and evaluation of projects financed by the European Structural & Investment Fund (ESIF). The
Commission proposal on cohesion policy reform provided for such a partnership principle. Regional
associations embodied the most extreme ‘positive’ position by welcoming these CoC, but at the same time
advocating an even stronger version by arguing that the role of local and regional authorities should be
emphasized more and become better differentiated from other stakeholders such as trade unions or civil
society. Moreover, they pleaded in favour of a retro-active effect and financial penalties in case the CoC
would be violated. The Council embodied the most extreme ‘negative’ position, was strongly against the
CoC and sought to delete it from the EC proposal (interview with DG REGIO). The member-states in the
council argued that it was not needed because regional authorities were already involved in their
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partnership agreements. Moreover, they felt that it was up to them to decide whether and how to consult
local and regional authorities and this should not be imposed top-down by the Commission (interview DG
REGIO).
With an average score of 74 on a scale from 0-100, the SNAs we interviewed expressed themselves in
favour of the CoC. “We were in favour of the code of conduct because it would change the architecture of
the cohesion policy. For us, it will be the first time since this year that the regional council is the main
authority to be consulted in the operational programmes. This is why we decided to be in favour of such an
agreement because it was a way to legitimize our actions towards the European institutions” (interview with
Picardie). “This was very important for us because we do not have this kind of thing, so it was really
motivating for us” (interview Presov). The relatively low standard deviation of 33 and an average distance to
the national government of 67 on a scale from 0 to 100 indicates a substantial conflict between SNAs and
their central authorities.
Remarkably, it was especially SNAs of federalized countries who were less enthusiast about the CoC. For
them this was a matter of institutional autonomy vis-à-vis the central state. “It is also a question of principle.
I think the situation especially in Austria, Germany and Belgium is that we have a functioning partnership
principle. European funds are regionalized in Austria. So for us it was no question of living or dying. We
often see that there is a good idea behind it, but it leads to more administrative burdens because you have
to prove to the EC that the processes are ongoing. If you would make a study I think the outcome would be
that the whole process became more complicated” (interview with Vienna). “The German federal
government said that we don’t need it” (interview with Saxony-Anhalt) and “we don’t want to go out of the
legal framework” (interview with Wallonia).
Figure 2.7. Policy scale CoC
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The third issue is in the bottom-right quadrant concerns the Funds for Developed Regions. At the early
stages of the policymaking process a non-paper was leaked by DG BUDGET proposing to allocate
structural funding exclusively to the less developed regions, thereby cancelling structural funding for the
vast majority of the more developed regions (GDP/head >= 90% of EU average). This idea was strongly
supported by a member state coalition called “The Friends of Better Spending” (see note 8). With an
average position of 91 and a relatively low standard deviation of 30, SNAs were very much opposed to this
idea. This was clearly an issue with strong conflict among multiple levels of governance. “In the beginning
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they (the Austrian national government) were fiercely against it, but in the end, since this is really the
competence of the regions and since we have an internal coordination process, there was clear unanimity
that all regions were in favour so the federal government had to take this into account” (interview with
Lower Austria). Remarkably, even lesser developed regions of Poland and Slovakia expressed their
support for continuing to give money to developed regions. “The Cohesion policy should be a development
tool and it is not charity, so it should not be only given to the poorest. Of course that was in a way against
our interests at the time, but the problem was that we would reshape the image of the cohesion policy, that
it was not a development tool but a mechanism that is there to help the poorest. Cohesion policy is not
about redistribution but investment.” (interview with Pomerania).
Figure 2.8. Policy scale funds for developed regions

Following the discussion above, we can conclude that all three issues situated in the bottom-right quadrant
indeed involve conflicts between SNAs and the national level. Here, SNAs mobilize at the EU-level to
defend regional interests at the expense of the member-states. At the same time, this conclusion needs to
be nuanced since SNAs, and especially those of federal countries, also seem to remain loyal to their
national governments when individual interests do not seem to be directly affected (MEC and CoC). In
contrast, less developed regions did show solidarity with more developed regions when their funding was
threatened to be cancelled. For this type of issues the EC seems to play a decisive pivotal role as they
supported SNAs concerning the CoC but opposed them on MEC, leading to relative lobbying success and
lobbying failure respectively.11
1.4.2.

Q2: Conflict with a ‘third party’

The previous section presented instances where SNAs positions are fairly congruent and where SNAs
opposed the central government. Yet, what if at the same time, the divergence with the national
government is relatively small? If so, we predict the conflict as vertical and directed against other
stakeholders than the central government, such as the European Commission or foreign national
governments. Below we discuss two issues that fit this classification, namely ‘Greening’ and ‘Excellence’.
The issue Greening is a classic example of a conflict between SNAs along with their central governments
on the one hand and the European Commission on the other hand. During the reform of the CAP, the EC
For the issue ‘Funds for Developed Regions’ the position of the EC was less clear since there was a strong substantive
disagreement between DG BUDGET and DG REGIO.
11
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proposed some very ambitious greening measures. It planned to make 30 percent of the national budget
for direct payments conditional upon compliance with three key greening measures, including crop
diversification, maintaining existing permanent grassland and creating ecological focus areas. Should
farmers fail to implement these, they would become ineligible to the greening component of the direct
payments. Environmental groups embodied the most extreme ‘positive’ position by urging the EC to go
even further than wat it had proposed. “The Commission’s proposal includes well-meaning initiatives, but
they are simply not enough to address these problems and the overall package is weak” (position paper
Friends of the Earth-Europe). Governments charged with administering the CAP, however, quickly
expressed concerns that such policies would be burdensome and criticized that these uniform
environmental rules are at odds with the diversity of European agriculture. The Council, although being
officially in favour of greening the CAP, unanimously agreed that the greening measures should be more
flexible, less rigid, and meet national and regional differences (interview with DG AGRI).
With an average score of 28 and an average distance to the central government of 21 on a scale from 0100, SNAs strongly supported the views of their central governments. “It is not a matter of good versus bad,
sometimes you think that the way the Commission proposes to deal with the environment is not the right
way. A ‘one fits all policy’ is not a good idea. Now direct payments have become very complicated while it
should be easy. Instead of one page you now have 100 pages and you cannot control it and then the
Commission isn’t happy either. This was our national position” (interview with Brandenburg). “We wanted to
maintain the status quo. We wanted only voluntary measures not a directive by the EU. We call this ‘the
Bavarian Way’” (interview with Bavaria).
Figure 2.9. Policy scale Greening
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The discussion on ‘Excellence’ as the main driver of Horizon 2020 versus the widening of participation
towards regions and countries with a lower R&D performance was the result of an interim evaluation of the
7th Framework Programme for Research and Innovation. This evaluation showed that less than five percent
of all funding under the 7th Framework programme was allocated to projects originating from Eastern
European research centres and universities.12 This resulted from the fact that ‘excellence’ is the single most
important criterion for the funding of projects and the concentration of highly performing research institutes
12

http://ec.europa.eu/research/evaluations/pdf/archive/other_reports_studies_and_documents/fp7_interim_eval
uation_expert_group_report.pdf
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in Western Europe, fuelling a heated discussion during the negotiations on the reform of Horizon 2020
whereby the ‘new’ member states plead to expand the opportunities to participate in the programme.
With an average score of 71, SNAs expressed themselves mostly in favour of keeping ‘excellence’ as
primary criterion for the distribution of Horizon 2020 funds. This is mainly due to the fact that most
respondents are from SNAs located in Western Europe (and weak presence of Central-Eastern regions in
Brussels). It is remarkable that the only Eastern European SNA that was interviewed on this issue had a
position of 20. Most regional advocacy was thus targeted against other member-states, namely those
member states who sought to relax the excellence requirements. Yet, we can observe some variation in the
positioning among regions within Western Europe that harbour traditionally strong universities and research
institutes such as Bavaria, Capital Region Denmark, Stockholm region on the one hand, and regions that
are less significant in research and innovation on the other. “We advocated strongly for excellence. We
tried to find a common position with all the German Länder to avoid confusion and contradiction vis-à-vis
the Commission via the Bundesrat, but this issue was too complicated to have a clear-cut common position
on” (interview with Bavaria). “In Sweden 80 percent of the application to FP7 were made by a total of 5
actors. We strongly oppose that” (interview with Smaland-Blekinge).
Figure 2.10 policy scale Excellence vs. widening participation

As expected, the issues of Greening and Excellence involve conflicts where SNAs and their central
governments acts as coalition partners vis-à-vis a third party. For Greening this third party is represented
by the EC, for Excellence the third party is represented by the member states of Eastern Europe.
1.4.3.

Q3: Conflict between regions of the same country

In this section we discuss issues where the policy positions of SNAs are heterogeneous and there are
strong differences regarding the positions of SNAs belonging to the same member state (average standard
deviation of SNA positions belonging to the same country is high). We expect that when this is the case,
the EU level can become a battle turf for domestic issues. Below we discuss two issues that respond to
these attributes, the ‘capping of direct payments’ and the ‘Central Pyrenees Crossing’.
The first issue concerns the Capping of direct payments in the CAP. In light of the CAP reform, the
Commission proposed a ‘capping’ of direct payments that would gradually reduce pillar 1 payments to
farming cooperatives and large landowners receiving more than €150,000 per year. This proved to be
particularly worrisome for farms located in Eastern Germany and neighbouring regions because they
traditionally have large farms, something they inherited from the communist era. “For us it was very
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important that we won’t get a capping because we have big farms” (interview with Brandenburg). Farms in
Western Germany, notably in Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg, on the other hand are relatively small and
would gain a competitive advantage in case agricultural subsidies would be capped. Consequently, a battle
emerged between SNAs from Eastern and Western Germany (hence, the high standard deviation for the
position of German SNAs). Eventually, the German federal government brokered a deal whereby there
would be no capping, but an additional bonus would be awarded to young and small farmers. “The loss of
the capping of payment was not a great disadvantage for the small farmers but they benefitted greatly from
the bonus for small farmers” (interview with Bavaria). “We kept this compromise until the final negotiations.
It was a wonder, but sometimes federalism works’ (interview with Mecklenburg-Vorpommern).
2.11. Policy scale Capping of direct payments

The issues of the Central Pyrenees Crossing was part of the discussion on TEN-T, the EU’s transport
infrastructure policy that aims to close the gaps between member-states transport networks. Under the
Connecting Europe Facility (CEF), €26.25 billion was made available from the EU’s 2014-2020 budget to
co-fund TEN-T projects. Nine core network corridors are identified in the annex to the CEF Regulation,
which includes a list of projects pre-identified for possible EU funding during the period 2014–2020. There
was a strong debate on a part of the Mediterranean corridor that connects Spain with France. Two possible
routes were presented: either from Valencia along the Mediterranean coast via Barcelona to the cities of
Marseille and Nice or from Madrid via Aragon through the Pyrenees to Toulouse. This meant that the
regions of Aragon and Midi-Pyrenees were very much in favour of the Central Pyrenees Crossing, but that
regions such as Valencia, Catalonia and Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur (PACA) were against as they
preferred the alternative route. The Spanish central government was also more in favour of having the
Central Pyrenees Crossing “This was an issue where the interests of our region and the interests of other
regions and the Spanish government were directly opposed to each other. Eventually it was France that
tipped the balance” (interview with Catalonia).
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2.12. Policy scale Central Pyrenees Crossing

The issues of “capping of payments” and “Central Pyrenees Crossing” were indeed two issues where the
interests of SNAs that belonged to the same country were in conflict. These SNAs fought their battle on the
European stage. For this type of issue, the position of the central government seems to be crucial. In the
first issue, the German government was able to find a compromise. In the second issue the Spanish
government chose sides.
1.4.4.

Q4: Conflicts between national coalitions of regions

The fourth quadrant includes issues where positions of SNAs in general show strong differences, the
positions of SNAs that belong to the same member-state coalesce. We expect these issues to involve
conflicts between national coalitions of SNAs from different countries whereby SNAs are often aligned with
the central government. Two issues that correspond to this classification, ‘Transition Regions’ and
‘Regional Flexibility’ are discussed below.
Concerning the issue of ‘Transition Regions’, the Commission proposed to introduce a new intermediate
category of regions with a regional GDP between 75 and 90 percent of the EU average for its cohesion
policy. While there was not much debate on whether or not to have measures for ‘intermediate regions’,
how to calculate the share of funds for these intermediate regions was highly contested. The original idea
of the Commission was to calculate the portion of the funds based primarily on the regional GDP, including
regions in France, UK and Belgium. Some SNAs tried to build a coalition of transition regions to promote
this idea. “We started to build a lobby coalition with them within a network called “the transition regions”
which was initiated together with some the German Länder concerns” (interview with Wallonia).
The German federal government and some German Länder, however, were against the idea to establish a
new and big category of intermediate regions. “We were not sure what that (new category) was going to
entail with regard to the availability of funding and with regard to how many other regions were going to be
in that bracket. When you look at the scale between 75 and 90 percent of GDP, there were points in time –
especially during the economic crisis - that nobody really knew how many regions were going to be in
there. So the fear was that if the funding would stay the same but more regions were included in the
category, that this would decline the total amount of funding” (interview with Mecklenburg-Vorpommern).
“We were not very keen on the overall transition region category because many Italian, French and
Spanish regions would also be part of this category and it would cost a lot of money. And that would get of
the money that we would need for our phasing out regions” (interview with Brandenburg).
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The German federal government did not favour a ‘general transition category’ which would include about 50
European regions. This would spread the funds too much. Instead, the German federal government
favoured to concentrate on maximizing structural funds in the Eastern German Länder. So instead of
creating a new intermediate category, the German federal government urged its Länder to stop building this
trans-regional coalition. They came up with the idea to create a ‘safety net’ which would guarantee former
‘phasing-out’ regions a minimal share of two thirds of the funds which these regions received under the
previous programming period. “They were looking for a specific solution for their Länder, they tried to build
a ‘phasing out of the phasing out’. So they pressured their own Länder to stop this lobbying and to promote
the single solution they would like to put in place for the German Länder concerns, but they called it
transitional regimes too” (interview with Wallonia). Apparently, the approach worked. “Of course you can
have trans-regional networks but they don’t matter in the end. Sachsen-Anhalt tried to make such a
transnational coalition. Berlin made one phone call, they stopped” (interview with Lower Saxony).
Figure 2.13. Policy scale Transition regions

The second issue was the issue of regional flexibility in the CAP. The proposed legislation on CAP was
largely designed in such a way that it presumed that central governments were largely competent for
agriculture. This posed a problem for federal or devolved member-states where the regional level holds –
exclusive or shared – competences over agricultural policy. A prominent example is Belgium, where the
Flemish and Walloon Region have full autonomy in the field of agriculture. However, the Commission
proposals on the CAP Reform did not leave room for a diverging interpretation and implementation of its
policy within one member-state. Therefore, central governments and SNAs that were confronted with this
problem, argued for the possibility of a regional implementation of the entire CAP policy.
Although the Commission was somewhat sympathetic towards the Belgian request, it feared that such a
possibility would create a precedent for member-states such as Germany or Spain and that it would lead to
a significant increase in workload. “Belgium only has a ‘northern region’ and a ‘southern region’ coordinated
by a central agricultural office, Germany has sixteen Länder who would each have an own interpretation of
the CAP leading to a document of more than ten pages. This, the Commission could not accept” (interview
with DG AGRI). Despite the fact that the Commission was not fundamentally against the idea, they were
not eager to expand further the possibilities regarding regional implementation of the CAP.
For most involved actors, the issue of regional implementation was not a major concern. Especially
devolved and federal member-states took a double-sided interest in the issue. On the one hand, memberstates where agricultural policy was a devolved competence argued for a regionalized implementation so
that the European policy would fit better with the domestic institutional structure. This group of countries
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consisted most prominently of Belgium and the United Kingdom who tried to replace every reference in the
legal texts to “member-state” by “member-state/region”. On the other hand, member-states with a less
clear-cut division of competences, feared that this provisions would lead to ammunition for regionalist
ambitions. This group of countries existed out of Spain, Germany and Italy. “Bavaria does not want regional
implementation, it wants a policy for the nation as a whole. If a Bavarian farmer has land in Saxony and has
to fulfil different regulations… . We want an implementation that is the same for the whole of Germany”
(interview with Bavaria). “It was not our position to have regional flexibility, because we work very closely
together with the other German Länder and the German federal government and we prefer one position
and not 16 or 17 positions (interview with Brandenburg).
2.14 Policy scale Regional Flexibility

1.5.

CONCLUSION

This part empirically demonstrates that issues in regional interest representation are complex and can be
very different in terms of actor constellation. Current scholarly understanding of regional policy positions
has been characterized by two implicit assumptions; firstly, that regional policy positions at the EU-level are
fairly similar and are geared towards defending the common regional interest in the EU’s decision-making
system; secondly, that SNAs mobilize in Brussels allowing them to defend policy positions that are in
conflict with the central state level. This has spurred the research community to focus on vertical tensions
between central and regional governments when studying regional mobilization in the EU (Bache, 1998;
Bomberg & Peterson, 1998; Tatham, 2010, 2012, 2013). In fact, an in depth analysis of the policy positions
of SNAs reveals that there is a strong variation in the homogeneity of regional preferences and the extent
to which regional preferences are in conflict with the central state level. Based on this variation in regional
policy alignment we were able to differentiate between four patterns of regional policy positions: conflict
with the national government, conflict with a third party, conflict between SNAs of the same country and
conflict between national coalitions of SNAs.
One of the four patterns indeed represents conflicts between central and sub-state tiers of government, as
already identified in the literature. These issues include the discussions on macro-economic conditionality,
code of conduct and funds for developed regions. Yet, while our analyses confirm the existence of
traditional state vs. regional conflicts at the EU level, they do not seem to be the raison d’être of regional
lobbying in Brussels for a couple of reasons. First, even for an issue where regional and national interests
seem to be directly opposed to each other (e.g. macro-economic conditionality), regional preferences show
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a considerable level of diversity (only just below the average for all ten issues). Interviews with regional
representatives illustrated that certain SNAs would rather stay loyal to the national position than defend the
common regional interest. Secondly, we find that national governments can also act as partners for their
SNAs when defending a common national interest vis-à-vis for instance the Commission (e.g. Greening).
Third, given that half of the issues we have identified represent a conflict amongst SNAs, one could doubt
whether such thing as ‘the common regional interest’ exists at all. Our classification differentiates between
two types of conflict between SNAs: conflict between SNAs from the same country and conflict between
‘national coalitions of SNAs’. For both types of issues the national government can play an important
supportive role. For conflicts between SNAs of the same country they can be crucial for brokering a deal
and negotiating a compromise solution (e.g. Capping of direct payments). For conflicts between national
coalitions of SNAs they can strengthen these coalitions by actively joining them (e.g. Transition regions).
To conclude, we have theorized on four different patterns of regional policy alignment. Despite the fact that
our sample exists only out of ten issues we were able to provide evidence for the existence of all four
patterns. This validates our classification of regional policy positions in the EU. Next to the descriptive indepth empirical insights these case studies offer, studying patterns of regional positions are hypothesised
to be important because they potentially affect an SNAs level of lobbying success. An SNA representing a
policy position that is at odds with ‘the average regional preference’ might face a harder time of having its
preferences heard and taken into account by EU policymakers. For instance, SNAs that were in favour of
cancelling structural funds for developed regions were clearly in the minority, thereby possibly lessening the
appeal of their preferences for decision makers. Equally, SNAs representing policy positions that are in
conflict with the national government might be subject to more acts of counter-active lobbying via the
Council. For instance, SNAs advocating to cancel macro-economic conditionality have met strong
resistance of their national governments that are represented in the Council. Since the Council enjoys a
considerable level of decision-making power (Thomson, 2011), chances of SNAs achieving actual lobbying
success look slim. Regional policy alignment might therefore be an important explanatory variable when
analysing the determinants of regional influence in the EU. In the next part we therefore include
expectations concerning policy alignment in our set of hypotheses that is aimed at explaining regional
influence in EU policymaking.
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PART III: EXPLAINING REGIONAL PREFERENCE ATTAINMENT IN EU POLICYMAKING
Due to a competence overlap between subnational and supranational levels of governance subnational
authorities (SNAs), defined here as the first level of government below the central authority, have mobilized
at the European level to gain direct and unmediated access to EU institutions and exert influence on EU
policymaking processes (Jensen, Koop, & Tatham, 2014; Jones & Keating, 1995; Marks et al., 2002;
Tatham & Bauer, 2014). As a result research regarding various aspects of regional lobbying emerged,
including on the opening and maintenance of regional offices in Brussels (Blatter et al., 2010; Donas &
Beyers, 2013; Marks et al., 1996; Tatham & Thau, 2014), the emergence and proliferation of regional
associations (Donas & Beyers, 2013), information exchange with EU policymakers (Beyers et al., 2015)
and participation in the European Commission’s (EC) open consultations (Van Hecke, Bursens, & Beyers,
2016). Yet, participation in EU policy-making does not equal actually influencing policy outcomes.
Therefore, how and why SNAs represent their regional interests in the EU ‘does not necessarily throw light
on what ought to be the most important question about subnational mobilization: does it make a
difference?’ (Jeffery, 2000, p. 3).
There has been an intense academic debate regarding the impact of regional lobbying in the EU. While
early on, scholars of multi-level governance (MLG) showed great confidence in those access channels that
circumvent the gatekeeping position of the central government (Bomberg & Peterson, 1998; Hooghe &
Marks, 1996; Marks, 1996; Tatham, 2008), others have more recently argued that the more important
influence-creating channels to EU policy-making are those that exist within member states (Beyers &
Bursens, 2006, 2013; Jeffery, 2000; Tatham, 2011). Some empirical evidence has added weight to the
latter’s claim. For instance, SNAs rarely pursue policy objectives in the EU independently from their central
government (Tatham, 2010) and their regional offices share network ties predominantly with SNAs that
belong to the same country (Beyers & Donas, 2014) and always consider the permanent representation as
the most important contact point in Brussels, irrespective of what is at stake (Beyers et al., 2015). What has
been missing to really substantiate this debate, however, is a comprehensive empirical assessment of the
effectiveness of regional lobbying in terms of influence over policy outcomes (but see Tatham, 2015). If
regional mobilization in the EU is not influential, then a lot of regional activity at European level can be
considered as merely background ‘noise’. However, if SNAs do achieve some influence independently of
their member states, then the whole conception of European affairs as dominated by state governments,
must be reconsidered. On issues of interest, regional authorities could then be considered as relevant
players in the Brussels public policy game, along with national and supranational institutions.
This study aims to measure and explain variation in regional influence by assessing the degree to which
SNAs are successful in attaining their preferences in EU policymaking. For this purpose, over 40 face-toface interviews with Brussels-based regional representatives were conducted, discussing the policy
positions and strategies of their region with regard to a total of 24 controversial policy issues that were
present within five highly salient policy processes for regional interests; the reform of the Common
Agricultural Policy 2014-2020 (CAP), the Environment Action Programme to 2020 (EAP), Horizon 2020
(H2020), and the reform of the Cohesion Policy 2014-2020 (COH). Different sets of hypotheses involving
both SNAs’ ‘domestic’ regional capacities and EU-level lobbying strategies are tested. This part’s main
40

conclusion is that much more than on regional capacities or lobbying strategies, the ability of an SNA to
achieve policy outcomes that are favourable to its own interests, depends on the degree of policy alignment
with other stakeholders of the policymaking community. The policy distance to the position of the EC, the
national government or the average position of mobilized SNAs, all severely damage an SNA’s prospects
of successfully influencing EU policy. Interestingly, however, the positions of these stakeholders are often
inversely correlated, offering SNAs some strategic leeway in finding partners to pursue their policy
objectives. Whether or not an SNA enjoying high levels of regional autonomy and institutionalized regional
involvement should ‘escape the gilded cage’ depends on the policy alignment of the issue at hand.
Comparing the objectives of SNAs with final outcomes makes it possible to assess lobbying success. We
refer to this as lobbying success to be precise and draw a distinction between this measure and the
broader concept of influence. Measuring lobbying success and analysing its determinants can provide us
with a better understanding of one aspect of the influence process. In the next part we briefly discuss the
literature on regional mobilization that has touched upon the question of regional influence. Here, we mainly
focus on the work by Tatham (2015) that is considered to be the first step to a large-N analysis of regional
influence in the EU and point out the major similarities and differences between our approaches. This is
followed by the presentation of three sets of hypotheses that are situated on three different levels: regional
capacities, lobbying strategies and issue characteristics, more specifically policy alignment. After
elaborating on how the data was collected and the variables have been operationalized, we present the
empirical analysis. How the results impact our understanding of regional influence in the EU is discussed in
the conclusion, as well as the main advantages and drawbacks of this particular approach.

3.1.

SUBNATIONAL INFLUENCE IN THE EU: A POLICY-CENTRED APPROACH

Previous research has elaborately investigated different aspects of subnational mobilisation such as the
determinants of mobilization itself (Blatter et al., 2009; Marks, Nielsen, et al., 1996; Nielsen & Salk, 1998;
Studinger, 2013), forms of such mobilisation (Donas & Beyers, 2012; Hooghe, 1995; Rowe, 2011, Tatham
& Thau, 2014), channels of mobilisation (Bomberg & Peterson, 1998; Hooghe & Marks, 1996, Tatham,
2008), mobilisation objectives (Greenwood, 2011; Marks et al., 2002; Moore, 2008) and interaction patterns
and strategies (Bauer, 2006; Blatter et al., 2008; Kettunen & Kull, 2009). In contrast, the question of
influence that regional actors may exert in Brussels has been left to a limited volume of qualitative case
study analyses, highlighting both challenges and opportunities (Bache, 1998; Bomberg & Peterson, 1998;
Hooghe & Keating, 1994; Jeffery, 2000; Keating, 1999; Lynch, 2004). In general these studies have been
cautious in attributing political influence to SNAs, emphasizing the continued gatekeeping role of national
governments and the variability of regional influence across different issues at different stages of the policy
process. “We find that there has been a great deal of regional mobilization but that its effectiveness is
questionable. Member states have been able to maintain and recently reinforce their primacy in defining the
modalities of intervention” (Hooghe & Keating, 1994).
Recently, Tatham (2015) published ‘a first step in the exploration in the determinants of regional influence
in Brussels’ on a large scale (2015, p. 398). His study shows that senior regional bureaucrats report
relatively low levels of self-attributed influence, confirming qualitative case-studies stating that “regional
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government influence in the EU has been limited in spite of their extensive efforts at mobilization” (Lynch,
2004). Interestingly though, his study equally highlights that under certain circumstances regional officials
are more likely to exert some influence directly at the supranational level. Specifically, subnational influence
in the EU increases with the region’s size and with the supranational embeddedness of its top officials while
decentralization levels seem to only have an indirect effect: “This suggests that the European political
system rewards its more Europeanized players. Hence, if regions wish to influence developments
supranationally, they cannot afford to mobilize only domestically (Tatham, 2015, pp. 387–388).
This study takes Michaël Tatham up on his invitation for future research on the determinants of regional
influence in Brussels, not by replicating his study but by presenting a different approach that complements
its strengths and weaknesses. First, whereas Tatham has focused on attributed influence, we gauge the
degree to which SNAs attain their preferences in EU policy-making as a proxy for influence. Both
approaches have, along with process tracing, been identified as the most accepted methods to measure
policy influence (Dür, 2008). The advantages and drawbacks of preference attainment and how the choice
of method might affect our findings is further discussed in the methods section and in the conclusion of this
part. Secondly, we also test some alternative explanations, most importantly the effect of coalition patterns
with other public and private interest groups on an SNA’s lobbying success. Third, we use a policy centred
approach allowing for variation on the dependent and independent variables within SNAs but across policy
issues. Instead of assessing generic influence in the EU on the whole at the level of the region, we
measure a region’s degree of preference attainment on the level of specific policy issues, allowing regional
lobbying success to vary accordingly. This means that one and the same SNA can be very successful on
one issue, but at the same time be unsuccessful with regard to another. This approach allows for further
exploration of explanations that are likely to vary across policy processes and issues, such as lobbying
strategies and policy alignment, providing more detailed insights in understanding regional lobbying
success. For instance, contact patterns with EU venues is different for different policy processes and
mostly depends on the policy alignment between the SNA and the lobbying target (Beyers et al., 2015).
Therefore, the effect of contact patterns between regional and supranational actors on a region’s lobbying
success should be assessed at the level of separate policy processes.
We contend that looking at specific cases of regional lobbying and the context in which this lobbying takes
place is called for as interest group research has recently emphasized the impact of the policy environment
when explaining interest groups’ preference attainment in the EU (Bunea, 2013; Klüver, 2011; Mahoney,
2007a). In agreement with this literature, we present an explanatory framework involving three sets of
explanations that are situated on three different levels, i.e. the characteristics of the SNA, its lobbying
strategies and its policy alignment. Naturally, SNA characteristics are situated at the regional level since
they are invariant to specific policy processes and issues. Alternatively, we presume that SNAs employ
different lobbying strategies for different sets of legislative policy processes. For instance, an SNA may
have intense contact with the Commission concerning the reform of the Cohesion Policy for 2014-2020 but
less so concerning Horizon 2020 (see Beyers et al., 2015). Yet, we do not expect lobbying strategies to
differ according to the specific policy issues that are present within these legislative packages. Regional
representatives seek access to policymakers to discuss a legislative package on a whole instead of singling
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out specific policy issues and having separate meetings to discuss them. Therefore our expectations
concerning lobbying strategies are situated at the level of the policy process (i.e. reform of the Cohesion
policy 2014, reform of the CAP 2014-2020, et cetera). How the policy positions of SNAs are aligned vis-àvis other stakeholders, on the other hand, does differ according to policy issues. The policy position an
SNA has, is specific to the issue at hand. Therefore, the extent to which this position is in (dis)agreement
with other stakeholders varies on the issue level.

3.2.

REGIONAL LOBBYING IN THE EU: POWER, STRATEGIES AND ALIGNMENT

Drawing on the literature on interest groups and regional mobilization, this section presents a total of five
hypotheses concerning the effectiveness of regional lobbying in EU policy-making. In agreement with the
existing literature on interest group success in the EU, these hypotheses are clustered into three types of
explanations that are located on different levels. These explanations deal with (i) a group’s resources and
capacities, (ii) an actor’s lobbying strategies and (iii) an actor’s policy allies.
The characteristics of the SNA itself can play a role in their chances of having lobbying success. First is the
level of their financial resources. SNAs that are well endowed are able to put more resources into each
issue, engage in more strategies, and devote more man power. Considering this, they should be more
likely to succeed in their lobbying. A group’s resources and capacities have been found to affect different
dimensions of its interest representation activities and level of influence in Brussels. For example, Beyers
and Kerremans argue that a group’s endowment levels will affect its capacity to seize opportunities in
Brussels (2007, p. 462), while Dür and Mateo indicate that resource richness also increases the likelihood
of mobilization, itself a precondition for influence (2012, p. 970). The literature on territorial politics as well,
stresses the importance of regional resources and institutional power for different aspects of regional
mobilization. For instance, Blatter et al. (2010) concluded that a large budget in combination with strong
regional competencies positively affects the likelihood of having a strongly staffed regional office in
Brussels in order to influence EU decision-making. The larger and better funded an office, the more likely
that seeking policy influence is a key goal and hence will ‘lobby more effectively’ (Marks et al., 2002, p. 9).
Secondly, scholars have generally pinpointed the domestic institutional context as the key resource of
variation in regional mobilization, and by extension, regional influence. Keating, for example argues that the
institutional power of a regional government will affect its capacity not only to pursue its interests, but also
to articulate and define them (1999, p.14). Bomberg and Peterson (1998, p. 219) echo this argument and
highlight that regions’ “domestic constitutional positions remain the most important determinant of their
influence at the “EU level” (see also Jeffery, 2000, p.12). Tatham (2011) has pinpointed eight different
dimensions of regional institutional power in EU policymaking. For example, an SNA may enjoy
participation rights in shaping the national policy position (whereby its position may be binding on the
member state in some instances); it may make use of article 203 (Maastricht) to participate in the Council
of minister meetings; or its regional Brussels staff may enjoy diplomatic accreditation (see table 3.2. for a
complete overview). Previous studies have highlighted strong differences in SNAs’ resources and
institutional power to mobilize in Brussels and transform this mobilization into influence, leading to a
distinction between two leagues of regions: a first league of strong and richly endowed SNAs, such as the
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Belgian regions, German Länder or some Spanish Autonomous Communities, and a second league which
includes ‘the rest’, usually less well-resourced and institutionally weaker regions (Tatham, 2008, p. 509). As
such, we expect that regions with more financial and institutional tools at their disposal will be more
successful in translating their preferences into policy outcomes.
H1 The more financial resources an SNA has, the higher its degree of preference attainment.
H2 The more institutional power an SNA has, the higher its degree of preference attainment.
In addition to the permanent characteristics of the region, the strategies SNAs employ during a given
lobbying campaign may also be important for explaining regional lobbying success in the EU. First,
literature on interest representation has identified access, described as direct contact with policymakers, as
one the most important lobbying strategies used by interest groups to influence EU policy-making (Beyers,
2002; Beyers & Kerremans, 2007; Eising, 2004). It can therefore be argued that SNAs who enjoy more
access to policymakers will be more influential. Scholars of regional mobilization have generally identified
six direct access channels through which SNAs can seek to influence the EU policy process: the Council of
Ministers, the European Commission, the European Parliament, the Committee of the Regions, regional
Brussels offices and European networks and associations (Hooghe & Marks, 1996; Tatham, 2008). Tatham
(2015) finds that EU embeddedness, understood as the pattern of information interchange between
regional officials and policymakers, increases the level of self-attributed influence. Here, we as well expect
that more access leads to more success.
Secondly, lobbying is rarely a solo endeavour, but takes place in coalitions (Baumgartner & Leech, 1998;
Hula, 1999) A coalition is defined then as a group of actors that share common goals and seek to attain
these goals through collaboration. This is because being a member of a coalition has several advantages.
Coalitions facilitate exchange of information and expertise among its members, and through a division of
tasks lobbying can become more efficient. The scope and diversity of a coalition signals to policy-makers
the support or opposition to an idea or proposal (Mahoney, 2007b). Beyers and Braun (2014) find that
being part of a coalition means more access to policymakers while Klüver finds that irrelevant of interest
group type, the size of any given lobbying coalition increases its likelihood of success (Klüver, 2011, 2012;
see also Mahoney, 2007b). A similar observation has been made with regard to regional mobilization. For
example, Bomberg and Peterson (1998) have concluded that “influence in EU decision making derives
largely from effective coalition building, both with other like-minded actors but also, inevitably in the case of
sub-national authorities, with central governments”. Often, such coalitions are ad-hoc and short term and
assemble around a certain issue and do not establish their own formal membership or organizational
structure (Mahoney, 2008). Therefore it is plausible to assume that coalition patterns vary across policy
processes. More in particular, we expect that when SNAs are member of strong coalition in terms of its
membership size and national diversity, they will be more successful.
H3 The more supranational access an SNA has, the higher its degree of preference attainment.
H4 The stronger the coalition an SNA is part of, the higher its degree of preference attainment.
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Finally, it is also important to look at the policy positions of an SNA. More specifically, we mean how the
position of the SNA is aligned with the positions of the other main players of the EU policy-making
community. Policy outcomes at the EU level are heavily influenced by institutions who have formal
decision-making power such as the Commission (EC) and national governments via the Council. Therefore,
the success of an SNA might strongly depend on the policy preferences of such actors and the alignment
between both sets of policy preferences. We put forward three key policy positions through which the
extent of alignment may affect SNAs’ degree of preference attainment.
First, the position of the Commission might be important. Since it has the legislative monopoly to propose
new EU legislation, it is plausible that the final outcome of a policy process will not be too far away from the
Commission’s original proposal. The Commission has been portrayed as a natural – or at least a recurrent
– ally for regions in the Brussels arena (Bomberg & Peterson, 1998, p. 232; Greenwood, 2007, p. 174)
Secondly, achieving lobbying success might be more likely when positions of SNAs and their national
governments are aligned. In the previous part we demonstrated that for certain issues SNAs defend policy
positions at the EU level that are in conflict with the position of their national government. Having a
conflicting position of the national government might damage an SNA’s prospects of seeing its preferences
translated into outcomes, either because of counter-active lobbying by the Council of Ministers or because
the Commission is less prone to take diverging policy preferences of authorities belonging to the same
member state into account. Thirdly, we take into consideration how the policy position of an SNA is aligned
with the policy positions of other SNAs that are mobilized on the same issue. Bunea (2013) finds that
preferences that are in a median position relative to others are consistently more likely to be translated into
outputs. She explains this by arguing that policymakers seek legitimate outcomes and tend to compromise.
Accordingly, we expect that having a policy position that is closer to the average regional position will
positively affect an SNA’s degree of preference attainment.
H5a Policy alignment with the Commission increases preference attainment.
H5b Policy alignment with the national government increases preference attainment.
H5c Policy alignment with the average regional position increases preference attainment.

3.3.

MEASURING REGIONAL SUCCESS IN THE EU: ISSUES, PREFERENCES AND OUTCOMES

A popular comparison among interest group scholars is that influence is to political science what the Higgs
boson represented for the field of physic until very recently: the concept is crucial for the discipline;
everyone agrees on its existence; but nobody knows exactly how to detect or measure it (Lowery, 2013, p.
1). Indeed, few would disagree that influence lies at the heart of political science. According to Laswell, “the
study of politics is the study of influence and the influential (1936, p. 295). Especially when studying interest
group politics, the influence concept becomes even more crucial. The academic and societal relevance of
studying the mobilization of organized interests is motivated on two main grounds. First, any analysis that
tries to explain the emergence of policy outcomes should naturally take into account interest group
pressure, as one of their aims is to influence policymaking. Secondly, interest group influence has
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normative implications: if public policy is systematically biased in favour of some interests while others are
constantly losing, the democratic legitimacy of policy outcomes is greatly undermined (see also Klüver,
2012). Hence, the study of interest group politics is rather pointless when the ‘influence factor’ is left out of
the equation13.
Yet, the scholarly debate on how to define and measure and intangible concept such as influence has been
plagued by epistemological, theoretical and methodological confusion (Dür & De Bièvre, 2007). To put it
simply, researchers fail to agree on what influence is, let alone on how to quantify it. As result of the
notorious difficulty to operationalize the concept of influence, to construct reliable indicators, and to
measure these empirically, questions of power and influence have largely been neglected in the empirical
literature. 14 For a long time, the research community has side-stepped the problem of measuring influence
altogether, either by assuming its presence or by focusing on a whole host of lobbying-related phenomena
– such as mobilization and access – to use as a proxy for explaining variation (Beyers & Braun, 2014;
Bouwen, 2004; Chalmers, 2011, 2013; Halpin, 2011; Halpin & Binderkrantz, 2011; Klüver, 2012b). Be that
as it may, considering these variables as proxies for influence is problematic. True, mobilization and access
may be necessary conditions for influence, yet it is not a sufficient one: on the one hand, the ability of
achieving influence is almost impossible without access, while on the other hand, access alone is by no
means a guarantee for an actual effect on public policy. As such, this beating around the bush is
remarkably ironic, especially since “the question of influence is usually the first thing that comes to mind
when anyone considers lobbying” (Mahoney, 2007a, p. 35).
More recently, however, researchers have developed a variety of methods to assess and analyse interest
group influence. Dür has identified three approaches which all have advantages and drawbacks, namely
process tracing, measures of attributed influence and gauging the degree of preference attainment (2008).
Process tracing is the most commonly used approach and can be described as a qualitative assessment
of interest group influence based on detailed knowledge of a case. When applying process tracing,
researchers thus examine the preference of societal actors, their influence attempts, their access to
decision makers, decision makers’ responses to the influence attempts, the degree to which groups’
preferences are reflected in outcomes and groups’ statements of (dis)satisfaction with the outcome. Studies
using process tracing have several strengths. For instance, for small N-studies it is likely that researchers
will have a reasonably good knowledge of nearly all factors in influencing a political decision. This allows
them to take into consideration several rival explanations of an outcome before determining whether or not
the influence exercised by specific interest groups had an independent effect on the outcome. On the
downside, it might be very difficult to collect all the necessary empirical evidence that is precise enough to
cover all channels through which influence may have been exerted. Even when all sources are available for
a specific case, one may run the risk of underestimating a group’s level of influence by relying too strictly on
Note that policy advocates don’t exclusively engage in lobbying for objectives not directly related to influence, for example, to
attract members or satisfy existing members (Hanegraaff, Beyers, & De Bruycker, 2016) .
14 Instead, a large part of the field of interest group studies in Europe has been preoccupied with finding out why interest group
use access or voice strategies (Beyers, 2004; Dür & Mateo, 2013), why they form coalitions (Mahoney, 2007b), and whether a
specific system of interest representation could be classified as being pluralist, corporatist, or network like (Eising, 2004, 2007).
13
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observable evidence. In other words, the absence of proof – in the event of lobbying behind closed doors –
may be taken as a proof of absence. Because of the data-requirements involved in process-tracing, this
method can be used only in small N-studies. This creates problems when trying to generalize the findings
beyond the cases studied.
Alternatively, researchers can measure ‘attributed influence’ by asking groups to assess their own and/or
other groups’ influence, or by inviting experts to gauge the influence of different groups. This method’s main
advantages lie in its relative simplicity. In contrast to process tracing the data requirements are far less
extensive allowing for a larger N. Moreover, it is likely to capture all channels of influence, regardless of
what information is publicly available. On the downside, the results attained from such studies have to be
treated very cautiously for several reasons. Interest groups may have good reasons to either exaggerate or
downplay their influence. The former may result from organizations stressing the relevance of their work to
their members or constituencies, whereas the latter may be a strategy to avoid the creation of counter
lobbies. In peer assessments, respondents may find it difficult to answer a question on the influence of
other actors owing to a lack of information and analytical capacity. Expert assessments may also be
unreliable, since they may be shaped by prominent cases or may lead to a reification of widely accepted
beliefs. As a result, only few ‘surprising results will surface from studies relying on expert assessments.
Perhaps most importantly, this measures assess perceptions of influence, rather than actual influence.
Furthermore, if the question is posed about generic influence, the respondent is asked to provide an
average across many issues, thereby neglecting potential differences from one issue to another.
Sometimes, however, such variation may be of particular interest.
For this part, we opt for the method of preference attainment which measures lobbying success as a
proxy for actual influence. Here, lobbying success is understood as the convergence of policy outcomes
with the policy preferences of actors. The idea is that the distance between an outcome and the ideal point
of an actor reflects this actor’s influence. On the plus side, it provides a measurement that covers all
channels of influence and can be applied to a large number of cases. The resulting large N-studies allow
for generalizations of the findings and make it plausible to assume that errors made in the assessment of
an actor’s influence in specific cases will cancel out across many cases (Dür, 2008, p. 567). But just like the
other two methods, this one also comes with a few drawbacks. These include the challenge of determining
actors’ true preferences and disentangling them from signalling strategies or context-adjusted preferences
(Frieden, 1999). Interviews with actors might uncover the – possibly strategic – positions of actors rather
than the underlying preferences. When different actors are engaged in a bargaining game, it makes sense
for them to exaggerate their demands in order to get the best result possible. The black-boxing of the
process by which actors exert influence means that it can be difficult to distinguish power from luck (Selck
and Steunenberg, 2004). For instance, if a group takes a position that is also supported by other actors or
the public opinion, its influence over outcomes may appear larger than it actually is. In the opposite
situation, when a group’s attempts at influence are countered by lobbying efforts of (an)other group(s), the
group’s influence is likely to be underestimated.
To overcome these challenges much care was invested in how the data was collected. To increase the
likelihood of capturing SNA’s real preferences we selected policy cases that were already completed by the
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time of the interview, thereby diminishing incentives to report strategic positions. As to maximize sincere
responses, it was communicated to the respondents that the anonymity of their answers would be
guaranteed. Moreover, SNAs were required to have shown activity in at least two of five policy process as a
condition to be invited for an interview (see Part II). This way, no measure of lobbying success is attributed
to SNAs that had not been politically active in the first place. Finally, we collected information regarding the
policy alignment of SNAs with other powerful actors, such as the Commission and national governments.
The average position of SNAs is taken into account as well. As such, the effect of regional characteristics
and lobbying strategies on lobbying success is tested while controlling for their policy alignment vis-à-vis
other stakeholders.
This study takes over Bernhagen, Dür & Marshall’s definition of influence: organized interests are politically
influential to the extent that they succeed in obtaining policies that are most closely aligned with their
preferences than would have been the case without their participation in the policy process” (2014, p. 203).
This definition implies the need to collect data for (1) identifying policy issues that were relevant for
subnational interests (2) selecting SNAs that have actively participated in the policy process and (3)
determining the policy positions of SNAs and other major stakeholders. Table 3.1 shows the different types
of information that is needed and the data collection methods by the use of which we acquired this
information. For more details on how this information was collected, on the type of issues that have been
identified, and the composition of the sample, we refer to Part II.
Type of
information

Table 3.1. Data Collection
Data Collection Method
Telephone interviews Online Consultations
(a)
(b)

F2F-interviews
Commission (c)

F2F-interviews
Regional offices (c)

Selection policy
processes
Identification of
active SNAs
Identification of
policy issues
Determining policy
positions
(a) Donas et al., 2014, (b) see Part I, (c) see Part II

Most of the data were collected through face-to-face semi-structured interviews with regional
representations. The dependent variable measures the degree of preference attainment an SNA has on the
level of the policy issue. Here we understand preference attainment as the difference between an actor’s
ideal point and the final outcome. The underlying idea of such a distance-to-outcome measure is that the
closer an actor is to the final outcome, the greater its success. In form of an equation: Sij = Q - |Xij - Oj|
where Sij is the success of SNA i on issue j. Q is the distance between the minimum and the maximum on
the scale. Xij is the position of SNA i on issue j and Oj is the outcome on issue j. The greater S, the greater
the lobbying success of an SNA.
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The independent variables are operationalized in various ways. The regional-level variables regarding the
resources and institutional power of SNAs are operationalized based on secondary data. We use regional
GDP as proxy for regional resources to test for the effect of financial resource endowment. The data was
retrieved from Eurostat for the period 2011-2012. This time frame corresponds to the period in which the
identified issues were subject to EU decision-making. To test for an SNAs domestic institutional power we
rely on the index for Institutionalized Regional Involvement (Tatham, 2011). The index is based on eight
dimensions, five for the pre-legislative phase, three for the post-legislative phase. It is relevant to take into
account the opportunities for SNAs in the post-legislative phase because they can serve as leverage for
influence in the pre-legislative phase. The eight dimensions are summarized in the table below.
Table 3.2.: Indicators for institutionalized regional involvement in EU policy (Tatham, 2011)
Dimension
Indicator
Pre-legislative phase Participation right of regions in the domestic EU policy-shaping process
Region’s position on EU affairs
Use of article 203 (Maastricht) for regional participation in Council of ministers
meetings
Commission and Council working group participation
5. Diplomatic accreditation of regional Brussels staff
Post-legislative

Region can request its member state to appeal to the European Court of

phase

Justice against EU decisions
Participation of the region in the domestic implementation of EU legislation
Region has to pay financial penalties for non-compliance with EU obligations

To test for explanations involving SNAs’ lobbying strategies 15 we asked for information regarding their
access and coalition strategies with regard to specific policy processes. These variables are measured on
the level of the SNA*policy process dyad. Concerning access, respondents were asked to report their
average frequency of contact with officials working in Brussels on a five-point ordinal scale ranging from
“never,” “rarely,” “sometimes,” “frequent,” to “very frequent”. This includes contact with officials working
within different tiers of the Commission, the European Parliament, Member-State delegations. In the same
way we also asked about contact frequency with the Committee of the Regions and Trans-regional
associations. In order to discern a pattern in the access points SNAs use we ran an exploratory factor
analysis (cut-off point = 0,6). Based on the factor analysis in Table 3 four types of access channels can be
distinguished. The first group includes policymakers from EU institutions that are in charge of the policy
process. The second and third group respectively includes representatives of sub-national and national
With regard to policy-related strategies I also asked SNAs about their timing (at what stage of the policy-making process did
you start lobbying) and tactics. Both factors did not display strong variation among SNAs and policy processes and therefore are
less likely to hold explanatory power.
15
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interests. The fourth group represent MEPs, excluding the EP rapporteur. Access is likely to be most
effective when there is contact with policymakers who have formal institutional power. Therefore, to
operationalize access, we create a variable that adds up the values for the three EU policymakers.
Table 3.3. Factor Analysis of SNAs access channels
EU
Regional
MS
policymakers
interests
delegations
Commissioner in charge of policy
.89
process
Rapporteur of the EP Committee in
.77
charge of policy process
EC Directorate General in charge of
.62
policy process
Committee of the Regions

-.84

Trans-regional associations

-.80

Regional offices of other SNAs

-.63

Ambassadors and diplomats in the
Perm. Rep.
National officials in specialized
working groups of the Council
The Ministerial level of the Council

MEPs

.78
.73
.61

National MEPs

.91

MEPs of other member states

.70

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analyis
Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Normalization
All factors with an Eigenvalue equal or greater than 1 are listed.
All factor loadings greater than or equal to 0.6 are shown

During the interviews with regional representatives we also asked for information regarding their coalition
partners. If for a given policy process, they were part of a coalition, we asked them to list the other actors
that were part of this coalition. This could be a wide diversity of actors including other SNAs, but also
central governments, transregional associations, business groups, farmer associations, research
associations, NGOs, et cetera. Based on this information we were able to measure the size of the lobbying
coalition, as well as the national diversity of its members. Both measurements correlate strongly with each
other (Pearson’s correlation coefficient = .95). To operationalize the strength of a lobby coalition while
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avoiding issues of multicollinearity (variance inflation factor = 10.6), we calculated an index adding up the
scores for coalition size and national diversity of a coalition. Because GDP and coalition strength show a
skewed distribution, we log-transformed these variables.
Concerning the policy-alignment explanation, we measure the policy distance between the position of an
SNA and the position of the Commission, the position of the SNA’s national government and the average
position of SNAs. Given the numerical nature of the data on actor’s positions the variables where calculated
mathematically as the absolute value of the position of an SNA subtracted by the position of the other.
When written in a formula: Dij = | Xij – Yj | whereby D is the policy distance of SNA i to actor Y for issue j (Y
can either be the position of the Commission, the national government or the average position of SNAs on
that issue). As such this variable is measured at the SNA*issue level.

3.4.

DATA ANALYSIS

We test the hypotheses explaining the degree of regional preference attainment by running a linear
regression model. Our expectations are grouped together in three different sets and each set is located at a
different level. Resources and institutional power are measured at the regional level, access and coalition
strategies are measured at SNA-policy process dyad level and policy alignment is measured at the SNAissue dyad level. To test the effect of these variable groups, we gradually introduce them in the model and
compare the fit of the model against the previous model to see if adding a variable group can significantly
improve the model’s explanatory power of regional preference attainment in EU policy-making.
Methodologically, the nature of the research question suggests that observations may not be completely
independent from one another but actually nested within regions and countries. To take this into account,
we implement a three-level random intercept model using maximum-likelihood estimation. Model I controls
only for the varying intercepts for country and region without adding any fixed effects. A likelihood ratio test
of the empty model with only random components returns estimates that are not statistically significant (p =
.81), hence suggesting that the variance components model is not significantly different from a pooled
model. Indeed, a calculation of the intraclass correlation at the regional and country level (.033) shows that
a negligible percentage of variance is attributable to regional and country clustering. This means that the
degree of preference attainment is not correlated within the same region or country and that the data does
not have a strong multilevel structure.
In Model II the issue-level predictors concerning the policy alignment of an SNA vis-à-vis other important
actors of the policymaking community are added. We opt to include this set of explanatory variables first in
the model since lobbying success may be the result of luck rather than of actual lobbying when the policy
preferences of other stakeholders with decision-making powers are not controlled for. All three hypotheses
involving policy distance to the central government, the Commission and the average regional position are
confirmed at a < 0.001 significance level. A likelihood ratio test comparing Model II to Model I suggests that
adding these variables to the model significantly improves the model fit (chi2(3) = 71.53 Prob > chi2 <=
0.001).
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This confirms our expectation that the extent to which SNAs can successfully lobby issues in EU policymaking is heavily influenced by their position vis-à-vis other, more powerful, actors. This finding is at odds
with Tatham (2015) who does not find an effect of policy alignment on regional officials’ level of selfattributed influence. This is most likely because his study measures policy alignment at the regional level,
while we measure on the issue level. This dataset shows strong variation for policy alignment, even within
SNAs but across policy issues.
All in all, the positive effect of policy alignment is not very surprising with respect to the European
Commission. Although its decision-making power in the final stages of the negotiation process is limited, it
holds the monopolistic right to initiate and propose new legislation under the ordinary legislative procedure.
Once a Commission proposal is published, a lot of the core policy issues are already decided on and are
difficult to renegotiate. Having a position that is close to the position of the Commission thus significantly
improves an SNAs prospect of achieving lobbying success. The same is apparently true for national
governments. SNAs that defend policy positions at the EU stage that are in conflict with the position of the
national government experience a harder time to achieve lobbying success. This could be either the result
of the counter-lobbying effort of the national government via the Council or because Commission officials
and MEPs dislike conflicting policy positions originating from the same national polity. However, this finding
sheds a gloomy light on regional mobilization as a strategy to bypass the member state at the
supranational level. Having a policy position that is closer to the regional average preference increases the
likelihood of regional lobbying success. This finding suggests that regional preferences on aggregate are
taken into account when deciding on issues where SNAs have a stake and confirms earlier observations
that policy-making in the EU is compromise-seeking (Klüver, 2011; Mahoney, 2007a). Interestingly, the
dataset shows that an SNA’s policy distance to the national government and the average regional position
are inversely correlated (Pearson’s correlation coefficient = -.29 , p < .001). This implies that the net-effect
of having a policy position that is further away from the national government but closer to the average
regional position is not necessarily negative, and vice versa. These findings offer SNAs some strategic
leeway in finding partners to pursue their policy objectives. We go further into this in the conclusion.
In Model III, the regional-level variables are added. Regional resources and institutional power do not seem
to be significant predictors of the extent to which SNAs attain their preferences on a given set of issues.16 In
the same light, the fit of Model III does not improve significantly when compared to Model II (chi2(2) = 1.76
Prob > chi2 = .415). Especially, the weak and insignificant relationship between an SNAs institutionalized
regional involvement in the EU policy-shaping process and the influence it exerts in Brussels is somewhat
counterintuitive (cfr Jeffery, 2000). This finding, however, supports Bomberg and Peterson’s (1998, p. 234)
suspicion that “constitutional powers and formal channels of influence are critical but not exclusive
determinants of the impact of sub-national authority at the EU-level. Tatham (2015) as well only finds an
indirect effect of regional resources on the level of self-attributed influence. The lack of explanatory power
for a region’s institutionalized power should also be nuanced, however, since SNAs that are heavily
involved in the domestic EU policy-shaping process are more likely to influence the position of their national
In a model without a varying intercept for countries, the level of institutionalized regional involvement is significant at the 0.05
level. When country clustering is modelled, however, the effect disappears (p= .132).
16
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government. Since policy distance to the national government negatively affects regional levels of
influence, the level of institutionalized regional involvement might have an important indirect effect. The lack
of an effect for regional resources already gives an indication that regional policy influence in the EU is not
necessarily reserved for the large and wealthy regions. But if regional influence does not depend on
regional characteristics, how can SNAs achieve policy influence?
Finally, Model IV adds the variables regarding the lobbying strategies of SNAs. While increased contacts
with EU policymakers does not seem to affect regional preference attainment, SNAs that are part of strong
lobbying coalitions tend to enjoy more lobbying success. Comparing the fit of Model IV and III is not
appropriate because the N is different due to missing data on questions regarding SNAs’ lobbying
strategies. Yet, the positive effect of coalition strength corroborates earlier studies, especially in the interest
group literature, which claim that coalition building is central to organized interests who wish to exert
influence over policy outcomes (Klüver, 2013). Regional lobbying in the EU only seems to be effective then
when it is done together with a large amount of allies that originate from a large amount of countries. Based
on this analysis we must reject the notion that the most important channels of regional influence are those
that are located within the domestic national context.
Table 3.4.: Explaining regional preference attainment
Model I

Model II

Model III

Model IV

Distance to regional average

-0.71***

-0.71***

-0.49***

Distance to national government

-0.27***

-0.26***

-0.17**

Distance to Commission

-0.31***

-0.32***

-0.42***

Regional resources (GDP log)

-0.51

-1.22

Institutionalized regional involvement

1.19

0.92

Fixed effects

Access

-0.87

Coalition strength (log)

4.48*

Constant

62.8

106.6

104.6

102.7

Country constant

35.6

39.2

15.9

2.2e-21

SNA constant

0.0

3.2

0.00

2.8e-20

var (residual)

1038.5

620.7

630.4

447.3

Df

4

7

9

11

-LL

-711.27

-675.5

-674.6

-402.4

AIC

1430.6

1365.0

1367.3

826.7

BIC

1442.5

1385.9

1394.1

854.2

N

145

145

145

90

Random effects

Model fit

Index: mixed linear regression; * p=<.05, **p=<.01, ***p=<.001
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3.5.

CONCLUSION

There has been a great deal of regional mobilization but its effectiveness has remained questionable
(Hooghe & Keating, 1994). What has been missing from the literature on regional mobilization is an
assessment of its effectiveness in terms of influence over outcomes. Due to the methodological and
epistemological challenges associated with detecting and measuring influence, scholars have for a long
time side-stepped the ‘influence question’ by studying mobilization and assuming a correlation. Only
recently, attempts at identifying the determinants of regional influence in the EU in a systematic manner
have been undertaken (Tatham, 2015). Our analysis aims to contribute to our understanding of subnational
influence in Brussels by explaining the varying degree by which subnational authorities attain their policy
preferences in EU policymaking. We find that under certain circumstances the outcome of a policy process
is systematically closer to the policy preferences SNAs have. Highlighting these circumstances provides us
with additional insights in how, why and when SNAs can be successful policy advocates in Brussels.
There has been an intense debate on what ‘kind’ of regional mobilization would lead to success in EU
policymaking. On the one hand, scholars of multi-level governance emphasized supranational access
channels that bypass the central state level, expecting that SNAs that are able to exploit these access
channels – i.e. increasing their interaction frequency with supranational actors - would be more successful
when representing their interests in the EU. On the other hand, others argued that the most effective
channel for SNAs to successfully defend their interests in Europe is through rather than beyond the
established structures of the Member State. Here, the expectation was that SNAs who had been able to
acquire more formal constitutional power within their domestic institutional setting would be armed more
effectively to defend their interests at the European level, leading to more success. Interestingly, despite
these expectations, we do not find strong evidence for the effectiveness of neither extra-state nor intrastate channels. Strong SNAs, both in terms of financial resources and institutional power, do not see their
policy preferences translated into output any more than other less well-resourced and endowed SNAs.
Equally, having intensified contact with policymakers within European institutions to discuss a certain policy
process, does not lead to policy outcomes that are significantly closer to an SNA’s preferences concerning
this particular policy. Yet, while more individual access to EU policymakers does not seem to yield
favourable policy outcomes, being part of a strong lobbying coalition – in terms of its size and national
diversity – does. SNAs that defend their policy positions in cooperation with a large and nationally diverse
set of partners find that the policy outcome is systematically closer to their preferences. This confirms our
earlier statement that effective regional interest representation in the EU is first and foremost a social
endeavour (see Part I).
While regional characteristics and lobbying strategies only have a limited effect on a region’s degree of
preference attainment, this study’s contribution lies in pointing out that an SNA’s ability to achieve
favourable policy outcomes in the EU is highly dependent on the degree of policy alignment with a number
of other key positions in the policymaking community. An increase in the distance between the policy
position of an SNA and the position of the EC, the position of its national government, and the average
regional position all have a negative impact on the degree of preference attainment. This implies that the
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capacity of an SNA to be successful in attaining its preferences is heavily constrained by the policy position
it has. Still, we can infer some valuable lessons that can help SNAs to increase their level of success in the
EU.
First, the negative effect of having a policy positions that is in strong disagreement with the average
regional position on a given issue implies that the EU’s decision-making system somehow takes
subnational policy preferences into account, be it on aggregate. Despite the apparent difficulty to attribute
influence to individual region’s characteristics and strategies, representing regional interests at the EU-level
does seem to matter and can make a difference. By mobilizing on certain policy issues and signalling its
policy position, an SNA passively shifts the average regional position in the direction of its own preferences,
making success more likely. By being involved in trans-regional associations, the Committee of the
Regions or other informal regional networks an SNA can also try to actively shape the average regional
position by convincing other SNAs of their views, leading to a higher degree of preference attainment.
Secondly, the negative impact of policy distance to the Commission on preference attainment levels
stresses the importance of lobbying the Commission before it has published its official proposal.
Considering that in most cases, the Commission has the monopolistic right to propose new pieces of
legislation, its position represents the starting point for further negotiations. The final outcome of a policy
process may shift somewhat along the policy spectrum as result of negotiations between Parliament and
Council but will unlikely be very far away from what the EC initially proposed. Therefore, being able to
influence the content of the Commission’s proposal to the benefit of an SNA’s interests is likely to result in
an outcome that better reflects its policy preferences. The phase prior to the publication of the Commission
proposal has already repeatedly been identified as a key phase for gaining success in EU policymaking
(Coen & Richardson, 2009) and our analysis seems to confirms this.
Third, having a position that is in conflict with the national government also leads to less preference
attainment by SNAs in EU policy-making. This has important implications for how we should evaluate the
effectiveness of direct regional mobilization at the EU-level. For a long time, regional mobilization was seen
as a ‘way out’ for SNAs who faced a conflict of interest with their central government concerning EU policy:
by mobilizing directly at the EU-level SNAs were able to bypass the gatekeeping position of their central
governments and defend policy positions that were at odds with those of the central level. Based on our
analysis, however, we can hardly call this strategy a fully-fledged alternative since having the support of its
member state government clearly enhances an SNA’s attainment of its preferences in EU policymaking.
We can hardly call this unexpected, yet this study empirically observes the positive effect of policy
alignment between central and subnational authorities on having regional success in EU policy-making for
the first time. Importantly, this finding also nuances the lack of explanatory power we find for
institutionalized regional involvement. SNAs that have more formal power can weigh more on their member
states’ official position in EU negotiations. Therefore, they have more institutional tools to their disposal to
reduce the policy distance to their national government, thereby indirectly increasing their chances of
having success.
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Interestingly, the policy distance to the national government and policy distance to the average regional
position are inversely correlated. This way, having a position that is further away from the central
government but closer to the average regional position does not necessarily have a negative net effect on
the extent to which SNAs can attain their preferences. This offers SNAs some strategic leeway in finding
partners to pursuit their policy objectives. When a region has a position that is in conflict with its central
government it is likely to find other mobilized SNAs that have a similar position to its own. Building
coalitions with these SNAs and other like-minded actors can offer SNAs a path to policy success, even
when its policy position is at odds with the central government and it has low levels of institutionalized
involvement. Whether SNAs should ‘escape the gilded cage’ of their domestic institutional setting in order
to be successful in EU policymaking, thus depends on the issue at hand, their policy position regarding that
issue, and how their position is aligned with the Commission, their national government and the average
regional position.
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DISCUSSIE
Dit rapport heeft als doel nieuwe inzichten te verwerven omtrent de vraag welke factoren invloed van
regionale overheden in Europese besluitvorming verklaren en hoe regio’s – en specifiek Vlaanderen – hun
invloed in de EU kunnen vergroten. Het meten van een abstract begrip als ‘invloed’ brengt echter heel wat
methodologische moeilijkheden met zich mee. Daarom focust dit rapport zich concreet op de mate waarin
regionale overheden in de EU erin slagen om hun beleidsvoorkeuren te verwezenlijken. In die zin
beschouwen wij regio’s als succesvol wanneer de uitkomst van Europese beleidvormingsprocessen
overeenkomt met de preferenties die zij aanvankelijk hadden ten aanzien van concrete beleidsvoorstellen.
In totaal werden 5 beleidvormingsprocessen onderzocht: de hervorming van het cohesiebeleid voor de
periode 2014-2020 (COH), de hervorming van het gemeenschappelijk landbouwbeleid voor de periode
2014-2020 (CAP), het achtste kaderprogramma voor onderzoek en innovatie (Horizon 2020), het
milieuactieprogramma voor de EU tot 2020 (EAP) en de trans-Europese vervoersnetwerken (TEN-T). Door
te analyseren onder welke omstandigheden regio’s hun voorkeuren ten aanzien van deze
beleidsprocessen verwezenlijkt zagen, biedt dit rapport inzichten in hoe regionale overheden, en specifiek
Vlaanderen, hun succes in de EU kunnen maximaliseren.
Het meten en verklaren van regionale voorkeursverwezenlijking of ‘succes’ gebeurde in verschillende
stappen. In een eerste stap identificeerden we de regio’s die actief hun belangen behartigd hadden ten
aanzien van de bovengenoemde beleidsprocessen. Het meten van succes heeft immers enkel zin als een
regio ook actief pogingen heeft ondernomen om de uitkomst van beleid te beïnvloeden. In een tweede stap
identificeren en analyseren we de discussiepunten die tijdens de onderhandelingen controversieel waren
en de verschillende voorkeuren die actieve regio’s ten aanzien van deze discussiepunten hadden. In een
derde en laatste stap vergelijken we de afstand tussen de beleidsvoorkeuren van regio’s en de finale
uitkomst van het besluitvormingsproces en onderzoeken we onder welke omstandigheden deze afstand
systematisch groter of kleiner is. Aan elke stap werd een deel in dit rapport gewijd. Met andere woorden,
elk deel van dit rapport beantwoordt een deelvraag van dit onderzoek: (1) welke regio’s waren actief en wat
verklaart verschillen in activiteit, (2) wat waren de beleidspreferenties van regio’s en hoe verhouden die
zich ten aanzien van elkaar en andere beleidmakers en (3) waarom en onder welke omstandigheden zijn
bepaalde regio’s meer succesvol dan anderen in het verwezenlijken van hun preferenties? Hieronder
worden de bevindingen voor elk onderdeel kort samengevat. Daarna volgt een reflectie van hoe deze
bevindingen een impact hebben op Vlaanderen en welke beleidsimplicaties daaruit kunnen volgen.
In het eerste deel scheidden we het kaf van het koren en identificeerden we die regio’s die zich actief
getoond hadden ten aanzien van minstens één van de vijf bovengenoemde beleidsprocessen. Dit deden
we door te onderzoeken in welke mate sub-nationale overheden doorheen heel Europa hadden
deelgenomen aan open online consultaties georganiseerd door de Europese Commissie ter voorbereiding
van de vijf beleidsprocessen. Een analyse van dit participatiepatroon toonde aan dat er grote verschillen
waren qua activiteit tussen regio’s en beleidsprocessen onderling. Regionale deelname aan consultaties
inzake cohesie-, landbouw-, en transportbeleid was groter dan inzake landbouw- en milieubeleid. Om de
verschillen in regionale activiteit in de EU tussen regio’s te verklaren, wezen eerdere studies vaak naar
regionale kenmerken. Vooral welvarende regio’s met een grote mate aan autonomie zouden zich actiever
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opstellen op het Europese toneel dan minder welvarende en institutioneel zwakkere regio’s. Onze analyse
toont echter aan dat verschillen in activiteit eerder terug te brengen zijn tot de kenmerken van de
beleidscontext waarin regionale belangenvertegenwoordiging zich afspeelt. Daarmee bedoelen we dat een
regio haar keuze om te participeren aan EU besluitvorming sterk laat afhangen van wat andere actoren uit
haar beleidsomgeving doen. Zo is de kans dat een regio deelneemt aan een consultatie veel groter
wanneer private belangenorganisaties uit de regio ook deelnemen. Ook wanneer meerdere regio’s uit
hetzelfde land deelnemen aan een consultatie, is de kans klein dat een regio niet zal deelnemen aan de
consultatie. Deze bevindingen tonen aan dat wanneer we regionaal succes in de EU willen onderzoeken,
we naast de traditionele factoren zoals grootte en regionale autonomie ons bewust moeten zijn van de
sociale context waarin belangenvertegenwoordiging zich afspeelt. Met andere woorden, we moeten zicht
hebben op welke stakeholders zich mobiliseren ten aanzien van een bepaald issue, wat de positie van
deze stakeholders inhoudt en hoe die positie zich verhoudt tot die van de regio. Dit doen we in het tweede
deel.
In het tweede deel onderzochten we welke beleidsposities regionale overheden vertegenwoordigden ten
aanzien van de vijf beleidsprocessen. Ondanks een brede wetenschappelijke interesse in regionale
belangenvertegenwoordiging in de EU weten we immers weinig over welke posities regio’s in de EU
verdedigen en hoe die posities zich verhouden ten aanzien van andere stakeholders. Op basis van
interviews met de Commissie en regionale vertegenwoordigingen in Brussel werd een totaal van 24
controversiële discussiepunten geïdentificeerd. Voor tien van deze 24 discussiepunten werden de posities
van regionale overheden op zowel kwantitatieve als kwalitatieve wijze geanalyseerd. Terwijl eerdere
studies zich bijna uitsluitend focusten op ‘verticale’ belangenconflicten tussen regionale overheden en hun
centrale overheid, vinden wij een brede waaier aan belangenconflicten terug. In totaal konden we vier
patronen van regionale posities in EU besluitvorming onderscheiden: een conflict tussen regio’s en hun
centrale overheden, een ‘nationaal’ conflict tussen regio’s uit hetzelfde land, conflict tussen ‘nationale’
coalities van regio’s en een conflict met een ‘derde’, bv. de Europese Commissie. Omdat we slechts tien
controversiële discussiepunten in detail analyseren is het moeilijk om veralgemenende uitspraken te doen
over welk type conflict regionale belangenvertegenwoordiging in de EU domineert. Toch is het belangrijk
om zich bewust te zijn van het feit dat het type conflict sterk kan verschillen en dat die verschillen ook
kunnen voorkomen binnen één en hetzelfde beleidsproces. Bij de hervorming van het landbouwbeleid
vonden we bijvoorbeeld zowel een conflict terug tussen regio’s en de Commissie (vergroening) als tussen
regio’s van hetzelfde land onderling (aftopping van rechtstreekse betalingen). Dit is belangrijk omdat de
mate waarin een positie van een regio verschil of overeenkomt met die van andere stakeholders een
belangrijke verklarende factor voor de mate van voorkeursverwezenlijking kan zijn. Dit onderzoeken we in
het derde deel van het rapport.
In het derde deel van dit rapport bieden we een antwoord op de hamvraag van dit onderzoek: wat verklaart
verschillen in de mate waarin regio’s hun voorkeuren kunnen vertalen in Europees beleid. Hiervoor testen
we via een statistisch model een aantal mogelijke verklaringen die te maken hebben met (i) de capaciteiten
van regionale overheden, (ii) de beïnvloedingsstrategieën van regionale overheden en (iii) de mate waarin
de beleidsposities van regionale overheden overeenkomen. Wat meteen opvalt is dat regionale
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capaciteiten van overheden weinig effect lijken te hebben op de mate waarin regio’s hun voorkeuren ten
aanzien van Europees beleid verwezenlijken. Dit gaat in tegen de verwachtingen. Zowel in de
wetenschappelijke literatuur als in de praktijk wordt immers vaak aangenomen dat vooral grote sterke
regio’s met een groot aantal formele bevoegdheden inzake nationaal EU-beleid meer invloed kunnen
uitoefenen en daarom ook meer succes zullen hebben. Uit onze analyse blijkt echter dat regio’s met veel
institutionele betrokkenheid niet significant meer of minder van hun voorkeuren kunnen verwezenlijken dan
institutioneel zwakkere en minder rijke regio’s. Ook direct bilateraal contact tussen regionale overheden en
EU besluitvormers leidt niet meteen tot meer succes. Wat wel lijkt te helpen bij het verwezenlijken van
regionale voorkeuren in de EU zijn coalities. Lobbyen in de EU gebeurt amper op individuele basis maar
komt vooral voor in de vorm van coalities (Klüver, 2013). Wanneer een regio deel uitmaakt van een sterke
coalitie, zowel qua grootte als qua nationale diversiteit van de leden, behaalt die significant betere
resultaten in de EU. Daarnaast wordt onze verwachting bevestigd dat de positie die een regio heeft, een
specifiek de mate waarin die positie overeenstemt met die van andere actoren, de mate van regionale
voorkeursverwezenlijking in de EU sterk bepaald. Een regio met een positie die ver verwijderd is van de
positie van de Commissie, de positie van haar nationale overheid, of de ‘gemiddelde regionale positie’ (de
doorsnee van alle gemobiliseerde regio’s ten aanzien van een discussiepunt) zal het significant moeilijker
hebben om haar voorkeuren ten aanzien van EU beleid te verwezenlijken. De mate waarin een regio
succesvol kan zijn in Europa hangt dus in sterke mate af van haar beginpositie. Vooral deze laatste
bevinding lijkt regio’s te confronteren met een voldongen feit: men moet nu eenmaal geluk hebben met hoe
anderen zich ten opzicht van jouw positieneren. Nochtans leren deze bevindingen ons enkele lessen over
hoe regio’s in de EU hun succes kunnen maximaliseren. Hieronder passen we die lessen toe op de casus
Vlaanderen.
Vlaanderen is een nogal speciale casus. Als we kijken naar de formele institutionele betrokkenheid bij de
totstandkoming van Europees beleid heeft Vlaanderen, samen met de overige Belgische gewesten en
gemeenschappen, de hoogste score van de Europese klas. Op Tatham’s (2011, p. 66) index van
‘geïnstitutionaliseerde regionale betrokkenheid’ haalt het zelfs een maximumscore van acht op acht. Zo kan
de Vlaamse delegatie onder bepaalde omstandigheden deelnemen aan de Raad van Ministers via art. 203
(Maastricht), kan het deelnemen aan werkgroepen in de Commissie en de Raad, zijn haar
vertegenwoordigers geaccrediteerde diplomaten, et cetera (zie Tatham, 2011 voor een volledig overzicht).
Samen met de andere Belgische regio’s heeft Vlaanderen ook de enige regionale vertegenwoordiging in
Brussel die deel uitmaakt van de nationale permanente vertegenwoordiging. Vlaanderen beschikt met
andere woorden over heel wat formele middelen en kanalen om haar invloed in de EU te doen gelden.
Echter, die hoge mate van formele betrokkenheid brengt ook enkele nadelen met zich mee. Zo heeft
Vlaanderen de neiging en vaak zelfs de verplichting om loyaal te blijven aan het nationale standpunt tijdens
EU onderhandelingen, ook al komt dit standpunt niet helemaal overeen met haar beleidsvoorkeuren.
Daarnaast neemt de totstandkoming van een nationaal standpunt vaak heel wat tijd in beslag. Daardoor
kan Vlaanderen pas relatief laat in het EU besluitvormingsproces actief haar belangen vertegenwoordigen,
vaak nadat de Commissie haar voorstel reeds gepubliceerd heeft (zie vorig rapport: Van Hecke, Bursens &
Beyers, 2013). Vlaanderen bevindt zich als het ware in een ‘Gouden Kooi’: langs de ene kant heeft ze een
ongezien arsenaal aan formele mogelijkheden om te wegen op Europees beleid, langs de andere kant
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leggen die mogelijkheden haar ook beperkingen op waardoor zij zich vooral concentreert op haar werk in
de Raad van Ministers. Wanneer we op zoek gaan naar wat regionaal succes in de EU verklaart, duikt als
dusdanig de vraag op of het de moeite waard is om uit die ‘Gouden Kooi’ te ontsnappen.
Het antwoord op die vraag is echter niet eenduidig. Uit onze analyse blijkt dat de mate van formele
geïnstitutionaliseerde betrokkenheid weinig effect heeft op het succes van regio’s in de EU. Dit wil zeggen
dat op het eerste zicht de nauwe samenwerking met België en de gewesten en gemeenschappen bij de
totstandkoming van Europees beleid Vlaanderen weinig voordelen oplevert. Deze bevinding moeten we
echter meteen nuanceren. Uit onze analyse blijkt immers ook dat een groot verschil tussen de positie van
een regionale overheid en de positie van haar centrale overheid negatieve gevolgen heeft voor de mate
waarin die regio haar voorkeuren kan verwezenlijken. Regio’s met een grote mate van institutionele
betrokkenheid hebben meer middelen om de positie van hun nationale overheid te beïnvloeden. Op die
manier kan Vlaanderen alsnog op een indirecte manier haar kans op succes vergroten door via
onderhandelingen de afstand tot de positie van de centrale overheid te verkleinen, met name door het
nationale standpunten intern te doen opschuiven in de richting van de Vlaamse positie. De ‘gouden kooi’
waarin Vlaanderen zich bevindt, levert haar indirect dus wel voordelen op doordat het de beleidsafstand tot
de het Belgische standpunt kan minimaliseren.
De vraag die zich dan echter opdringt is wat Vlaanderen kan doen wanneer er sprake is van een intrinsiek
belangenconflict met de Belgische overheid. Inderdaad, Vlaanderen kan via institutionele
onderhandelingen trachten een compromis te sluiten met het centrale niveau om de beleidsafstand te
verkleinen, maar in welke mate verdedigt zij dan nog haar intrinsieke beleidsvoorkeuren? Regio’s met een
positie die sterk verschilt met die van de centrale overheid zoeken meer direct contact op met de Europese
instellingen (correlatiecoëfficiënt van 0.3), maar deze strategie leidt niet tot meer succes. Interessant
genoeg correleert de afstand tot de centrale overheid negatief met de afstand tot de gemiddelde regionale
positie. Dit wil zeggen dat wanneer Vlaanderen een positie heeft die sterk verschilt met de positie van de
centrale overheid, de kans groot is dat er andere regio’s zullen zijn met een gelijkaardige positie als
Vlaanderen (het betreft hier dan een ‘conflict met de nationale overheid’, zie Deel II). Vlaanderen kan dan
haar kans op succes vergroten door een coalitie te sluiten met gelijkgezinde regio’s en op die manier te
trachten om EU beleid te beïnvloeden. Dit is wat bijvoorbeeld gebeurd is bij de discussie over structureel
fonds voor ontwikkelde regio’s (zie deel II). Nadat onder enkele lidstaten en DG Budget het idee was
ontstaan om deze fondsen te annuleren, sloten 145 sterk ontwikkelde regio’s en regionale associaties een
monstercoalitie met als doel dit te vermijden (zie figuur 2.8). Uiteindelijk bleven de fondsen voor
ontwikkelde regio’s behouden.
Uiteraard hangt de levensvatbaarheid van de coalitiestrategie af van in welke mate Vlaanderen haar
samenwerking met de Belgische overheid op een case-by-case basis kan bepalen.
Belangenvertegenwoordiging in de EU is spel op de lange termijn met een lange ‘shadow of the future’ (cfr.
Fearon, 1998). Met andere woorden, het is goed mogelijk dat het voor Vlaanderen niet voordelig is om haar
duurzaam opgebouwde positie binnen de Belgische institutionele architectuur op het spel te zetten voor
korte-termijn gewin ten aanzien van een aantal zeldzame conflicten met de Belgische overheid. Zoals
eerder gezegd heeft Vlaanderen een unieke sterke positie in formele EU besluitvorming waar alle andere
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regio’s enkel van kunnen dromen. Vlaanderen moet die positie koesteren, ook al levert ze volgens ons
onderzoek dus niet meteen meer succes op, maar tegelijk verstandig coalities opbouwen wanneer de
afstand in posities met het nationale niveau slechts in geringe mate of helemaal niet verkleind kan worden.
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PARTNERS

ENGLISH
The Leuven Centre for Global Governance Studies coordinates a Policy Research
Centre on "Foreign Affairs, International Entrepreneurship and Development
Cooperation" for the Flemish Government. A Policy Support Centre aims to
scientifically support Flemish regional policies. The project brings together 17 senior
and 10 junior researchers (including eight PhD students).
The Centre conducts (a) data collection and analysis, and provides (b) short-term
policy supporting research, (c) fundamental scientific research and (d) scientific
services.
The Policy Research Centre is based on an inter-university consortium led by the
Leuven Centre for Global Governance Studies (www.globalgovernancestudies.eu) in
cooperation with the Antwerp Centre for Institutions and Multilevel Politics, the
Vlerick Leuven Gent Management School and the H.U.Brussel. Within the KU
Leuven, colleagues from the Faculty of Business and Economics, the HIVA Research Institute for Work and Society, the Institute for International and European
Policy, the Research Unit International and Foreign Law, the Institute for International
Law, and the Institute for European Law are also involved in the project.
Research is structured in four thematic pillars: (i) International and European Law; (ii)
International and European Policy; (iii) International Entrepreneurship; and (iv)
Development Cooperation.
For more information, see our website: www.steunpuntiv.eu
NEDERLANDS
Het
Leuven
Centre
for
Global
Governance
Studies
(www.globalgovernancestudies.eu) coördineert de derde generatie van het
Steunpunt
“Buitenlands
beleid,
internationaal
ondernemen
en
ontwikkelingssamenwerking” voor de Vlaamse Regering. Een Steunpunt heeft als
doel de wetenschappelijke ondersteuning van Vlaams beleid.
Het project brengt 17 promotoren en 10 junior onderzoekers (waarvan acht
doctoraatsstudenten) samen. Het Steunpunt doet aan (a) dataverzameling en analyse, (b) korte termijn beleidsondersteunend wetenschappelijk onderzoek, (c)
fundamenteel wetenschappelijk onderzoek en (d) wetenschappelijke dienstverlening.
We werken samen met een aantal partners: het Antwerp Centre for Institutions and
Multilevel Politics, de Vlerick Leuven Gent Management School en H.U.Brussel.
Binnen de KU Leuven maken ook collega’s verbonden aan de Faculteit Economie,
het Instituut voor Internationaal en Europees Beleid, de Onderzoekseenheid
Internationaal en Buitenlands Recht, het Instituut voor Internationaal Recht, het
Instituut voor Europees Recht en HIVA - Onderzoeksinstituut voor Arbeid en
Samenleving deel uit van het project.
Het onderzoek is verdeeld over vier thematische pijlers: (i) Internationaal en
Europees Recht; (ii) Internationaal en Europees Beleid; (iii) Internationaal
Ondernemen; en (iv) Ontwikkelingssamenwerking.
Bezoek onze website voor meer informatie: www.steunpuntiv.eu
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